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Preface 


Christian theology seeks to think the Church’s faith as a coherent whole. 
It aims not only at showing the internal coherence of the Christian faith, 
that is to say, how the several doctrines constitute a unity, but also at ex¬ 
hibiting the coherence of this faith with the many other beliefs and atti¬ 
tudes to which w r e are committed in the modern world. Only if these 
tasks are accomplished can the faith be held intelligently and be integrated 
with the whole range of human life. 

The theological task needs to be done over and over again, as new 
problems, new situations, and new knowledge come along. But there are 
many pitfalls along the wav. Sometimes the theologian gets lost in aca¬ 
demic speculations that are far removed from the living faith of the 
Church; sometimes he clings tenaciously to the myths and symbols of a 
bygone age; sometimes, in a pathetic desire to be “contemporary” and 
“relevant,” he reduces the Christian faith to a pale reflection of whatever 
happens to be the currently popular philosophy. No theologian can hope 
to avoid all the pitfalls. Yet the fact that every theology will have some 
flaws is not a reason for turning away from the theological task, or for 
underestimating the place of theology in the Church’s life. Theology is 
indispensable to the Church, and where theology fails, we must take this 
as a demand for better theology and certainly not as an excuse for turning 
away from it or for imagining that the Church can get along without it. 
It is foolish, for instance, to suggest that we need devote ourselves only to 
the practical tasks of Christianity, or that theology can be replaced in the 
Church by such sciences as psychology and sociology. However impor¬ 
tant these matters may be—and certainly I have no wish to deny their im¬ 
portance—they do not in the slightest degree take away the need for 
fundamental theological thinking. Christian action itself will become aim- 
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less and sporadic unless it is illuminated by clear theological under¬ 
standing. 

Every theologian must write from his own perspective, and this will 
be limited in various ways. 1 hope, however, that the presentation offered 
in this book will be helpful to readers from a wide range of Christian 
traditions, for I do not think that I have taken up many “extreme” or 
“sectarian” positions, but have tried to bring to expression the broad 
mainstream of Christian thought and experience. The founders of the 
Seminary in which I teach aimed at making it one “around which all men 
of moderate views and feelings, who desire to live free from party strife, 
and to stand aloof from all the extremes of doctrinal speculation, practical 
radicalism, and ecclesiastical domination, may cordially and affectionately 
rally.” The Christian communion to which 1 belong has for long been 
celebrated for the via media Anglicana. Of course, it would be absurd to 
imagine that the truth is always midway between the extremes, and per¬ 
haps some of my positions will seem extreme enough to some readers. 
Nevertheless, there is a kind of dialectic that operates in theology and that 
arises, I believe, out of the polarities of human existence itself. The effect 
of this dialectic throughout the historv of theology has been to exclude 
extreme and exaggerated points of view. The Church needs both stability 
and flexibility in its theology if it is to go forward, and not be either dis¬ 
integrated or petrified. 

Let me say frankly, however, that I have not tried to please everyone. 
I have no use for that mistaken kind of ecumenism which ^losses over 
genuine differences and seems to suggest that every point of view is 
equally valid, so long as it is sincerely held. Those who think in this way 
are really saying that there is neither truth nor untruth in theology; and 
this implies, in turn, that the whole theological enterprise is a waste of 
time. We have to face the fact that there are many controversial and 
divisive issues in theology, some more important, others less so. Natural 
theology or no natural theology?A genuine knowledge of God in the 
non-Christian religions, or no such knowledge? Infant baptism or adult 
baptism only? Bishops or no bishops? Women in the ministry, or men 
only? These are issues about which the theologian has got to decide, or 
else to become evasive. I have tried to deal frankly with these and other 
controversial questions; but in each case I have sought to give reasons for 
the position taken, to show how this position is implied and supported by 
the total theological structure, and, I hope, to show also some understand¬ 
ing for alternative points of view. 
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By far the most important ecumenical development in recent years has 
been the new outreach of the Roman Catholic Church to Christians of 
other communions. I have been very much aware of this development 
while writing this book, and have tried to respond to it by discussing 
openly and, I hope, constructively, such supposedly divisive issues as 
mariology, the papacy and transubstantiation. 

Equally important are the increasing contacts of Christianity with other 
faiths in a world where we are all living more closely together. It seems to 
me that the time has come for the abandonment of some of the old exclu¬ 
sive attitudes, and for a new openness and generosity of spirit on the part 
of Christians toward the other great world-religions. I have accordingly 
tried to present the truths of Christian theology in a way which will en¬ 
courage such openness. 

For many of the philosophical categories employed in this book, I am 
indebted to the writings of Martin Heidegger. As it seems to me, his way 
of philosophizing and the concepts he has developed provide the basis for 
a viable twentieth-century philosophical (“natural”) theology, and can 
be used further for the articulation and elucidation of the whole body of 
Christian truth in a contemporary way. This does not mean in the very 
slightest that our theology is being made subservient to a philosophy; but 
it does mean that, like theologians of the past, we can avail ourselves of 
such current philosophical work as will best serve to express the faith in 
terms that communicate with the secular culture of our time. 

Among contemporary theologians, I have found Karl Rahner the most 
helpful. In saying this, I am acknowledging that the leadership in theol¬ 
ogy, which even ten years ago lay with such Protestant giants as Barth, 
Brunner, and Tillich, has now passed to Roman Catholic thinkers. Among 
them, Karl Rahner (himself a penetrating student of Heidegger) is out¬ 
standing. He handles in a masterly way those tensions which constitute 
the peculiar dialectic of theology mentioned above: faith and reason, tra¬ 
dition and novelty, authority and freedom, and so on. 

Rudolf Bultmann has remained my principal guide in the understanding 
of the New Testament, though 1 have never been uncritical of some of 
his positions. In New Testament theology, I am indebted also to my 
colleague, John Knox, especially for his profound insights into the nature 
of the Church; and I owe him so much in other and more personal wavs 
that I have ventured to dedicate this book to him, in gratitude and af¬ 
fection. 

Four years have passed since the publishers invited me to undertake this 
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work. I wish to thank their editors for their patience and courtesy, and 
their readers for some useful suggestions. 


John Macquarrie 

Union Theological Seminary, 

New York 


Preface to the New Edition 

It is ten years since this book was first published, and I have felt it a duty 
both to my readers and to myself to make a thorough revision. The re¬ 
vised edition contains a great deal of new material; indeed, there is 
scarcely a topic on which I have not felt obliged to think afresh and to 
take note of new theological developments. 

I wish to thank the manv reviewers, critics, commentators, and friends 
who have stimulated me to produce what I hope will be a more adequate 
book, and also the publishers for their encouragement. 


John Macquarrie 

Christ Church, 

Oxford 
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Introduction 


/. WHAT IS THEOLOGY? 

Theology may be defined as the study which, through participation in 
and reflection upon a religious faith, seeks to express the content of this 
faith in the clearest and most coherent language available. 

Definitions can be misleading, but they are not unimportant, for our 
approach to any study or investigation whatsoever is guided by our initial 
assumptions about what we are seeking and how we are to seek it, and 
it is an advantage to make these assumptions explicit in a definition. There 
are several possible approaches to theology, and therefore the definition 
given above already points us (as any other definition would also do) to 
a definite avenue into the matters which we arc to studv. The justification 
for taking this approach and for the definition in which it is made explicit 
can come only with the working out of the complete theology; yet, as 
the result of a kind of two-way traffic, the definition itself has been shaped 
and modified and brought to its explicitness because some of the areas of 
theology that lie ahead have already been explored, and some approaches 
have been found more fruitful than others. 

However, some provisional remarks ought to be made here, by way 
of commenting; on our definition and drawing; out some of its content that 
may not yet be fully explicit. 

A comment may be made first on the assertion contained in our def¬ 
inition that theology proceeds “through participation in and reflection 
upon a religious faith.” This phrase is intended to indicate that theology 
is both continuous with and yet distinct from faith. Theology is continu¬ 
ous with faith because it participates in faith and speaks from the stand¬ 
point of faith. In theology, faith is bringing itself to a certain kind of 
expression, though of course it expresses itself in other ways as well. Fur- 
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thermore, it is some specific faith that expresses itself in theology, not just 
faith in general but the faith of an historic community. This book con¬ 
tains Christian theology, but there could equally well be books of Jewish 
theology or Muslim theology. Theology, however, will always speak from 
a specific faith. This means also that theology implies participation in a 
community. No doubt theologians have their individual styles and to 
some extent they grapple with the problems which they themselves have 
found especially challenging. But if they remain theologians, they are not 
expressing a private faith, but have become spokesmen for their com¬ 
munity, charged with a special responsibility within it. 

These remarks on participation serve also to distinguish theology from 
the philosophy of religion. Probably even the philosopher of religion 
needs to have some degree of participation if he is to understand the mat¬ 
ter which he is studying, but the nature of his study demands a measure 
of detachment which would not be looked for in the theologian. More¬ 
over, while the philosopher of religion may be himself involved in some 
particular faith, we rightly expect him to take account of all the forms 
of faith and to study the universal phenomenon of religion rather than 
any specific manifestation of it. Again, whereas the theologian speaks out 
of the community of faith, the philosopher of religion is an individual 
investigator. 

But our definition stresses reflection just as much as participation in 
theology’s relation to faith. While theology participates in a specific faith 
and does not speak from outside of this faith, it has nevertheless taken a 
step back, as it were, from the immediate experiences of faith. In theology, 
faith has been subjected to thought. This may even be critical thought, 
though more often it is descriptive and interpretative. When St. Thomas 
says, “My Lord and my God!” 1 this is indeed faith expressing itself in 
language, but it is not yet theology, for there is still no reflection upon it, 
and indeed the language is not even, grammatically speaking, a sentence. 
Yet an immediate expression of faith, such as we find in St. Thomas’ 
words, becomes a kind of datum for theology and through reflection it 
might be brought to the level of theological expression. 

These remarks point us now to the dimension of theology in which it 
operates as an intellectual discipline. The second part of our definition 
declares that it is the intention of theology to express the content of its 
particular faith “in the clearest and most coherent language available.” 
Whereas faith is an attitude of the whole man and expresses itself in many 
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fashions, notably in action and in a way of life, theology, as the very 
name implies, is discourse, and although it is rooted in the total life of 
faith, it aims at verbal expression. In intending that its language shall be 
the clearest and most coherent possible, theology shares the character of 
all intellectual enterprises, for they all aim at intelligibility and consistency. 
It may be that somewhere along the line, theology will come up against 
something that eludes or surpasses comprehension, but it can never re¬ 
linquish its aim of attaining the highest possible degree of intelligibility. 
Also, the consistency or coherence at which it aims is not only an internal 
consistency but a coherence, so far as this is required, with all the other 
intellectual enterprises of the human mind. For in aiming at the verbal 
expression of faith and in employing our common language, theology 
implicitly claims to have its place in the total intellectual endeavor of 
mankind, and it is continuous on this side with other disciplines of the 
mind, just as on the other side we found it to be continuous with faith. 

Our definition spoke noncommittally of theology as a “study,” but now 
we must face the question whether it is (as it has often been described) 
a science. St. Thomas Aquinas, author of the greatest systematic theology 
ever constructed, asks whether Christian theology (sacra doctrina) is a 
science, and he pronounces that it is. 2 Yet he immediately goes on to point 
out that sciences are not all of the same kind, and to define more clearly 
what he means by calling theology a “science.” Since the days of St. 
Thomas, the conception of what constitutes a science has undergone many 
changes, and in modern English the word “science” tends to get more 
and more restricted to the natural sciences. In view of this common usage, 
it is probably misleading to talk nowadays of theology as a “science.” If, 
however, one were to follow Wilhelm Dilthey in recognizing that along¬ 
side the natural sciences there are sciences that have to do with the mental 
or spiritual life of man, sometimes called the “human sciences” ( Geistes - 
avissenschafteii), then one might still want to call theology a “science,” 
especially as Dilthey considered that participation in the very matter with 
which these human sciences deal is the peculiar characteristic that differ¬ 
entiates them from the detached attitude of the natural sciences. Yet even 
though one can see that theology stands closer to such a “human” science 
as history (if this is indeed a science) than it does to a natural science 
such as zoology, yet it would still differ from the human sciences because 
of its relation to faith, and because of the remarkable claim, implicit in its 
very name, to be somehow a “divine” science. 


- Sicrmna Tbeologiae, la, I, 2. 
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Whether or not we call theology a “science” is perhaps not of very 
great importance, provided that we remain aware of both the difference 
between theology and other disciplines, arising from its continuity with a 
religious faith, and the kinship of theology with all other intellectual dis¬ 
ciplines in that it shares their common aim of striving for intelligibility 
and coherence. 


2. FORMATIVE FACTORS IN THEOLOGY 

Many books of theology contain a section near the beginning on what 
are called the “sources” of theology. But one finds that many disparate 
items get included under this description, and that they cannot all be con¬ 
sidered “sources” in the same sense of the word. So I propose instead to 
talk about “formative factors” in theology, recognizing that these are not 
all on the same level or of equal importance. There are probably many 
formative factors, and some of them may operate unconsciously, so that 
we are not even aware of them. Here we shall briefly consider six factors 
that seem to call for special notice, though, as already indicated, these six 
are not to be regarded as all on the same level. They are: experience, reve¬ 
lation, scripture, tradition, culture, reason. These would seem to be almost 
universally operative in theology, and although we are concerned here 
with Christian theology, parallels in the theologies of other religious faiths 
will readily suggest themselves, and I may occasionally allude to them. 

Though parts of this discussion of the formative factors may seem 
somewhat elementary, I do not think we should be misled into supposing 
that we are dealing here with merely preliminary questions that are to be 
got quickly out of the way. Actually, it is at this “elementary” stage that 
fundamental decisions are made, and these decisions may well determine 
the whole character of the theology that is subsequently worked out. If 
one were to attempt to construct something like a typology of theologies, 
this could be done on the basis of inquiring about the dominating role 
assigned to one or other of the formative factors. There are theologies of 
experience and theologies of revelation, rational theologies and biblical 
theologies, theologies oriented to the traditional teaching of the Church 
and theologies that seek the maximal degree of accommodation to prevail¬ 
ing cultural forms. In every case too, the characteristics of the individual 
theologian will exert their influence, sometimes hiddenly, sometimes 
overtly. 

If distortions and exaggerations are to be avoided, or at least minimized, 
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this can best be done bv setting out plainly at the beginning the major 
factors that have to be reckoned with in the construction of a theology 
and resolving to give to each of them its due weight. This does not mean 
that one decides on a kind of recipe: “Take a little experience, a little 
revelation, a little reason, and shake well together . . Rather, one tries 
to be exposed to the genuine tensions among the factors that go into the 
making of theology, and avoiding such one-sided simplifications as tradi¬ 
tionalism, modernism, biblicism and the like, tries to allow for a dialecti¬ 
cal interplay among these factors. Only so can there be built a theology 
that can meet the demands that may be fairly made upon it, and especially 
the demands that it should be loyal to the faith which it seeks to express, 
yet pertinent to the cultural environment which it seeks to address. 

i. Experience appeared first on our list, not because it is to dominate 
the other factors as it has done in so-called “empirical” theologies, but 
because theology implies participation in a religious faith, so that some 
experience of the life of faith precedes theology and mav indeed be said 
to motivate it. In this area of experience, as in every other, we seek to 
“make sense” of our experience, and the process of bringing the content 
of the faith-experience to clear expression in words embarks us on the 
business of theology. 

Our experience of the life of faith comes, in turn, from participation 
in a community of faith. The form of this experience, however, varies 
widely from individual to individual and even from one particular com¬ 
munity to another. For some, it is associated with a moral struggle; for 
others, with an intellectual quest; for a few, perhaps, with mystical aware¬ 
ness or with esthetic sensibility. Again, the personal quality of such ex¬ 
perience varies widely, from the dramatic and emotional to the quiet and 
contemplative. Here we meet what William James taught us to call the 
“varieties of religious experience.” We see too the danger attending the¬ 
ologies that place an exaggerated emphasis on experience, for they can 
easily become distorted by the particular types of experience out of which 
they come, and at the worst they may try to erect individual idiosyn¬ 
crasies into universal spiritual principles. 

Running through the many varieties, however, there may be discerned 
certain basic elements common to them all. In the community of faith, 
there is met what seems to be a quest inherent in the very constitution 
of our human existence. The quest is met by the opening up of the di¬ 
mension of the holy, which is experienced as addressing, judging, assist¬ 
ing, renewing, and so on. Unless it does have its roots in experience of this 
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kind, theology deals in abstractions and becomes a mere scholasticism. Yet 
if the theology that speaks out of such experience of the life of faith is 
not to become subjective, introspective, and individualistic, it must keep 
in view the experience of the whole community of faith, and even this 
experience must be kept in closest relation with other formative factors 
of a more objective kind. 

In these paragraphs I have had in view specifically religious experience, 
and such experience is certainly important. But theology draws on the 
whole range of human experience, and especially in a secular age when 
many people might disclaim any explicitly religious experience, theolo¬ 
gians have drawn attention to what might be called “religious dimensions” 
in everyday experience. The specifically religious experience concentrates, 
as it were, elements which can then be recognized as diffusely present in 
wide areas of experience, such as awareness of finitude, freedom, creativ¬ 
ity, transcendence, and so on. J. G. Davies goes so far as to say that_“it 
is misleading to speak of religious experience as something distinct from 
ordinary experience” for the latter “possesses a dimension of holiness.” 3 
He cites evidence from interpersonal relations, political commitment, 
esthetic enjoyment, and other areas of experience. Sociologist Peter Berger 
claims in a rather similar fashion that we can recognize “signals of tran¬ 
scendence within the empirically given human situation,” that is to say, 
phenomena that “belong to ordinary everyday awareness” but appear to 
point beyond the empirical situation. 4 He instances experiences of order, 
play, and hope, among others. 

In the broadest sense, then, it is the experience of existing as a human 
being that constitutes a primary source for theology; not just explicitly 
religious experience, but all experience in which a religious dimension is 
discernible. This was implied in my remark that faith meets “what seems 
to be a quest in the very constitution of our human existence.” But this 
remark implies further that although it is only in experience that we be¬ 
come conscious of the quest, the roots of the quest are, in a sense, prior 
to experience since they belong to the very structure or form of human 
experience. The point is well expressed by Langdon Gilkey, another theo¬ 
logian who has sought to show that elements of what he calls “ultimacy” 
and “sacrality” are present in secular experience. Acknowledging that for 
the secular man an explicitly religious experience of the ultimate is lack¬ 
ing, he claims that “ultimacy has not thereby vanished—and could not 

3 Every Day God, p. 8o. 

« A Rumor of Angels, pp. 65-66. 
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vanish—from modern experience; on the contrary, it is present, as it 
always has been in human life, as a base, ground and limit of what we are, 
as a presupposition for ourselves, our thinking, our deciding and our 
acting.” 5 The quest of which I have spoken is then present in experience 
from the beginning. In the broadest sense it is a quest for self-understand¬ 
ing and it has theological significance to the extent that it comes to grips 
with the religious dimensions of_£xperience. 

2. Next we consider revelatiofi. This is the primary source of theology, 
and is also a basic category in theological thinking. Precisely what is the 
structure of revelation, and what grounds we may have for supposing that 
anything like revelation ever occurs, are questions that will be studied 
later. For the present, we may 1 notice that essential to the idea of revelation 
is that what we come to know through revelation has a gift-like character. 
If, in general terms, we say that what is disclosed in revelation is the 
dimension of the holy, then, in the revelatory experience, it is as if the 
holy “breaks in” and the movement is from beyond man toward man. 

It would seem that almost anything in the world can be an occasion 
for revelation. Natural phenomena may take on the dimensions of a reve¬ 
latory situation, and in primitive and archaic religions especially, the holy 
is believed to manifest itself in nature. At a more sophisticated level, nature 
is replaced by history and personal relationships as the locus wherein the 
holy discloses itself; or in some cases, the revelatory experience is entirely 
interiorized, and the holy is encountered in the depths of the human mind 
itself. In the Christian religion, a person, Jesus Christ, is the bearer of 
revelation. 

Because of its gift-like character, revelation is of a different order from 
our ordinary matter-of-fact knowing of the world. Thus it is not sur¬ 
prising that recipients of revelatory experiences, when they try to de¬ 
scribe them, have to stretch our ordinary language beyond the limits of 
normal usage, and may even seem to be using quite fantastic talk as they 
try to communicate to us the ecstatic experience in which, as they believe, 
a holy reality broke in upon them. But in spite of the astonishing variety 
of such experiences and the extravagant language in which they are some¬ 
times described, a perfectly definite pattern runs through them all, and 
this basic pattern of revelation seems to be common to all the religions of 
the world. It can be clearly seen in such widely separated examples as the 
revelation granted to Moses in the desert, 6 to the Gnostic writer who 

5 Naming the Whirlwind, p. 296. 
c Exodus 3: iff. 
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receives the gospel of Poimandres, 7 to Arjuna who receives a theophany 
of the god Krishna, 8 and in numerous other cases. The basic pattern may 
be summarily analyzed as follows: a mood of meditation or preoccupa¬ 
tion; the sudden in-breaking of the holy presence, often symbolized in 
terms of the shining of a light; a mood of self-abasement (sometimes ter¬ 
ror, sometimes consciousness of sin, sometimes even doubt of the reality 
of the experience) in face of the holy; a more definite disclosure of the 
holy, perhaps the disclosure of a name or of a purpose or a truth of some 
kind (this element may be called the “content” of the revelation); the 
sense of being called or commissioned by the holy to a definite task or 
way of life. 

What is here described as “revelation” has obviously much in common 
with what was described above under the term “experience.” Revelation 
is a mode of religious experience, while our experiences of the holy as 
judging, assisting, addressing, and the like, all have a revelatory element. 
One cannot therefore draw a hard and fast line between experience and 
revelation, but in practice it is desirable to keep these two formative fac¬ 
tors distinct in our theological thinking. We do not normally dignify our 
day-to-day experiences of the holv bv the name of “revelation,” and no 
theology properly so called could be founded on private revelations, for, 
as has been stressed already, theology expresses the faith of a community; 
Yet on the other hand we would never believe that anyone had been the 
recipient of a revelation unless we ourselves had had some experience of 
the holy. Indeed, the very notion of revelation would be completely un¬ 
intelligible to us unless we knew at first hand some experience that bears 
some analogy to revelation. 

The practical distinction between what is to be called “revelation” and 
what we would normally include under the term “religious experience,” 
and their interdependence as formative factors in theology, can be best 
set out as follows. A community of faith, within which a theology arises, 
usually traces its history "back to what may be called"a “classic” or “pri¬ 
mordial” revelation. This classic revelation, a definite disclosivc experi¬ 
ence of the holy granted to the founder or founders of the community, 
becomes as it were the paradigm for experiences of the holy in that com¬ 
munity. A revelation that has the power to found a community of faith 
becomes fruitful in that community, and is, so to speak, repeated or re¬ 
enacted in the experience of the community, thus becoming normative 

t Poimandres, Introduction. 

8 Bbagavadgita, xi. 
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for the experience of the community. Yet only because the primordial 
revelation is continually renewed in present experience can it be revela¬ 
tion for us, and not just a fossilized revelation (though this indeed would 
have ceased to be a revelation and would be a mere unintelligible curiosity 
from the past). In the construction of a theology, a proper balance must 
be maintained between the two formative factors of experience and reve¬ 
lation. It is present experience within a community of faith that gives rise 
to theology and that enables us to recognize the primordial revelation as 
revelation; but if theology is to be saved from the dangers of subjectivism, 
the varieties of experience within the community must be submitted to 
the relatively objective content of the classic revelation on which the 
community is founded. 

If, however, the classic revelation was given at the origin of the com¬ 
munity, how can we have access to it today? This question leads us to 
consider the next two factors, s cripture and tradition, for these together 
mediate the primordial revelation to us. These factors are not coordinate 
with revelation, but subordinate to it. 

3. Scripture, or the sacred writings of the community of faith, have 
played a large part in the Christian religion, but the possession of scrip¬ 
tures is characteristic of most of the major religions, and there is a good 
reason for this. Just as the brain provides storage cells on which the mem¬ 
ory of the individual depends, so scriptures or written accounts provide 
for the community a kind of memory, by which it can reach back to and 
recall its past. 

Scripture is not itself revelation, but it is one important way (not the 
only one) By which the~cbmmunity of faith keeps open its access to that 
primordial revelation on which the community has been founded. The 
scriptures do not indeed automatically lay this revelation before us but, 
in conjunction with a present experience of the holy in the community of 
faith, the scriptures come alive, so to speak, and renew for us the disclo¬ 
sure of the holy which was the content of the primordial revelation. This 
power of bringing again or re-presenting the disclosure of the primordial 
revelation so that it speaks to us in our present experience is what is meant 
when we talk of the “inspiration” of scripture. Such inspiration does not 
lie in the words (it is not “verbal inspiration”), but belongs to the scrip¬ 
tures only as they are set in the context of the whole life of faith in the 
community. Once more our attention is being directed to the close but 
puzzling relation between present experience and the past occasion of the 
community’s classic revelation, but a fuller understanding of this relation 
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can be gained only after we have formed a clearer idea of the structure 
of the life of faith. 

Scripture, as bringing again the disclosure given in the primordial reve¬ 
lation, has a stability and even a certain kind of objectivity as over against 
the vagaries of individual experiences in the community. The scriptures of 
a community are a major factor in maintaining stability and a sense of 
continuing identity in the community itself. We find therefore that scrip¬ 
tures become a norm in the theology of the community, and along with 
tradition provide a safeguard against the subjectivist excesses that arise 
from placing too much emphasis on the deliverances of present experience. 
In the Christian community, any theology which claims to be Christian 
theology (as distinct from someone’s private philosophy of religion) must 
maintain close and positive relations with the Bible. 

The danger that theologians might slight the Bible is probably less com¬ 
mon than the danger that the Bible may get absolutized as a formative 
factor in theology. The belief that the Bible is infallible is one that dies 
hard in some parts ofthe Christian world. As was asserted above, the Bible 
is not itself revelation. The Christian revelation comes in a person, not in 
a book. But the Bible is not even an infallible record of or witness to this 
revelation. The very fact that there are textual variants destroys at once 
the old idea of an infallible book, providentially preserved intact. This is 
only a beginning in demolishing the idea of biblical infallibility. There are 
in the Bible divergencies and discrepancies—and not merely on relatively 
trivial questions of detail, as how many animals went into the ark or what 
women went to the tomb on Easter morning, but on questions of theology 
and of ethics. Again, critical research has shown that traditional views 
about the authorship and dates of composition of various books of the 
Bible are in many cases false or doubtful, so that instead of having an 
eyewitness account of the exodus by Moses, or of the ministry of Jesus 
by St. Matthew, we have in fact anonymous accounts of these matters, 
written so long after they happened that their historical accuracy is open 
to grave question. But enough of this. I am not trying to impugn the Bible 
(far from it!), but only that misuse of the Bible which absolutizes it and 
then makes it (or tries to make it) the exclusive formative factor in the¬ 
ology. As over against this exaggerated regard for the Bible, it must be 
claimed that the critical study of the Bible, and the recognition that other 
factors too have their place in theology, will in the long run do more 
justice to the biblical teaching and will not run counter to any reasonably 
conceived doctrine of inspiration; for such a critical attitude accepts our 
own responsibility in face of the Bible. 
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While these remarks have been directed against ultra-conservative bib- 
licists, something must also be said about the biblical theology that has so 
greatly flourished in recent times. This movement in theology has vastly 
increased our understanding of biblical concepts and images and has had 
the further value of calling us back to serious theological study of the 
Bible, as distinct from merely historical and critical study. But sometimes 
one encounters extravagant pretensions among the exponents of biblical 
theology. There is a tendency to expand biblical theology to take in all 
theology, to imply that only biblical categories are proper to theological 
thinking, and one even gets the impression from some writers that to un¬ 
derstand the Christian faith, one would need to cultivate an archaic He¬ 
brew mentality. If this were true, it would surely mean that Christianity 
was entirely a local and temporary phenomenon. Actually, the Christian 
faith has extended itself both in time and space because of its ability to in¬ 
terpret itself in ever new categories. We are all agreed that theology must 
keep in close touch with its biblical sources, but to try to exclude non- 
biblical categories is absurd. 

4. Tradition has long been a bone of contention in Christian theology; 
Catholics have held that the revelation in Christ has been transmitted to 
us both in scripture and tradition, while Protestants have acknowledged 
scripture alone. Nowadays, however, it would seem that many Protestants 
are willing to acknowledge some positive role for tradition. But whether 
acknowledged or not, the fact is that tradition always has had its place in 
helping to determine the doctrine and practice of the Christian commu¬ 
nity, and that, properly understood, tradition is no rival to scripture but 
is its necessary complement. For scripture is not a frozen or petrified 
record, but something that comes alive only in the ongoing life of the 
community which first gave birth to scripture and has since proclaimed 
and interpreted the teaching of scripture. 

The earliest Christian scriptures were preceded by and based upon 
the tradition that was handed down and in turn received in the primitive 
Christian community, as is made clear by St. Paul. 1 ' Again, Jesus was re¬ 
called or remembered not only in the scriptures, when these came to be 
written, but in the sacraments of the Church, above all in the cucharist 
which is said to be explicitly for the “remembrance” 19) of him; 10 

and of course, as Dorn Gregory Dix has written, “cucharistic worship 
from the outset was based not on scripture at all, but solely on tradition.” 11 

fJ I Cor. 11:23; 15:3. 

10 I Cor. 11:24. 

31 The Shape of the Liturgy, p. 3. 
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It was the community which eventually decided about the canon of the 
New Testament, thereby settling what writings were to be regarded as 
authoritative Christian scripture, and this decision was based on the tradi¬ 
tional usage of the Church. Doctrines that are stated only obscurely or 
implicitly in scripture were eventually (and this took several centuries) 
brought to explicitness in the dogmatic pronouncements of the Church, 
so that today we do not come to the scriptures cold, as it were, but read 
them in the light of the traditional interpretation. 

Hence tradition, like scripture itself, is another bulwark against individ¬ 
ualism and enthusiasm in theology. Scripture needs the complement of 
tradition in order to guard against private interpretations of scripture, for 
almost anything can be read into scripture, and some control has to be 
exercised by the mind of the Church as expressed in received interpreta¬ 
tions. Actually, nobody could so rid his mind of received interpretations 
that he could go to the scriptures free from the influence of tradition; but 
even if this were possible, no sensible theologian would want to do it. On 
the contrary, he will be only too glad to have his mind enlightened and his 
thoughts directed by the communal wisdom and experience of the Church, 
for these must be far beyond anything that he could hope to attain with 
his own limited powers or from his own very restricted perspective. 

Sometimes there are enthusiasts who break with tradition either for the 


/ 


sake olTbeing modern or for the sake (as they imagine) of going"fight back 
to the New Testament, as if all the intervening development could be left 
out. Sometimes both of these errors occur in the same person. Tradition 
is meant to guard against this, for in either case there is a break in the life 
of the community, or rather, the community has been abandoned and a 
new one set up. A Christian theology can no more fly in the face of the 
mainstream of tradition than it can in the face of scripture. To deny fun¬ 
damental doctrines, like that of the Trinity; to reject the creeds; to set 
aside the beliefs of the early councils of the still undivided Church—these 
may be actions to which individuals are impelled by their own thinking 
on these matters, but they cannot take place in Christian theology, for 
they amount to a rejection of the history and therefore of the continuing 
identity of the community within which Christian theologizing takes 
place. “That which has been believed everywhere, always and by all,” in 
the famous formula of St. Vincent of Lerins , 12 cannot be set aside without 
abandoning the community itself. 


12 Covimomtorhim, II, 3. 
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But just as we saw in the case of scripture, so with tradition there can 
be an uncritical and excessive regard that leads to bad theology. Tradition, 
as everyone knows, can become dead and mechanical, so that all growth 
and healthy development are inhibited. I have argued the case for tradition 
alongside scripture precisely on the ground that a living tradition lends 
its life to scripture. But if tradition itself becomes dead, then we get a rigid 
fixity of the theological (as well as the other) expressions of a religious 
faith that is just as harmful as any rigid biblicism. But this need not hap¬ 
pen. The function of tradition that has been stressed here is interpretation, 
and interpretation needs to be done over and over again. Ancient inter¬ 
pretations of the faith that have become part of the very texture of the 
community’s identity, such as the Apostles’ Creed or the doctrine of the 
Trinity, cannot be set aside without destroying the community, but they 
need continual reinterpretation. Everything of this kind is historically 
conditioned in respect to its language and even its very concepts, and if 
it is passed on in a merely mechanical way, it becomes a mere lifeless tradi¬ 
tion. Each generation must appropriate the tradition, and in order to do 
this it has to interpret the ancient formula, or whatever it may be, into its 
own categories of thought. This means that one has to ask what the for¬ 
mula was trying to express in its own historical context, or what error it 
was trying to guard against, and then rethink this in our own situation. 
This needs more insight and patience than the simple rejection of the tra¬ 
dition, but such reinterpretation is needed if the tradition is to be carried 
on critically and responsibly as a living and growing tradition. 

5. These remarks about the need for ever-renewed interpretation bring 
us to the next formative factor in theology, culture. The factors con¬ 
sidered so far have all belonged to the life of faith, and represent that ele¬ 
ment in our definition of theology which spoke of theology’s “participa¬ 
tion” in faith. Now, however, we are turning to factors that have to do 
with theology’s character as an intellectual discipline, and with its inten¬ 
tion of finding expression “in the clearest and most coherent language 
available,” to use the expression employed in our definition. If theology 
is to be intelligible, it has to use the language of the culture within which 
it is undertaken. Actually, no one can escape sharing in the mentality or 
intellectual climate of his own culture, so that even the theologian who 
would trv to exclude from his thinking all secular influences is deceiving 
himself, for these influences will operate unconsciously. The commonest 
words that we use have gathered around them connotations which imply 
a whole cultural background. It is better that the theologian should ex- 
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plicitly recognize the cultural factor in this thinking, and come to terms 
with it. 

Recognition of the cultural factor is equivalent to acknowledging that 
there is no final theology. The work of theology needs to be done again 
and again, for its formulations are culturally conditioned, and therefore 
need reinterpretation as cultural forms change. Many expressions in the 
New Testament were intelligible in the cosmology or psychology or 
social conditions of the first century of our era, but have become unin¬ 
telligible in terms of our modern understanding of these matters. Such a 
word as “person,” as used in formulations coming from the patristic age, 
had a quite different connotation from that which it now bears. While 
indeed the primordial revelation remains and, as we have seen, scripture 
and tradition together act as checks to prevent wanton and irresponsible 
theological innovations, there is also a variable element in theology as it 
addresses itself to its own day and generation in terms of the prevailing 
cultural forms. It may even be the case that in the use of ideas taken over 
from the contemporary culture, deeper insights are gained into the reve¬ 
lation that has been passed on. 

Of course, the great temptation in all this is for the theologian to try 
to be modern for the sake of modernity, to accommodate the revelation 
to the mood of the time, to merge its content into the cultural forms so 
that it is subordinated to the culture and is perhaps used to throw a kind 
of glamorous sanctity over the institutions and ideals of the culture. It was 
against this prostitution of theology that Karl Barth protested so vigor¬ 
ously in his early writings: “Form believes itself capable of taking the 
place of content. Man has taken the divine into his possession; he has 
brought it under his management.” But over against this entirely neces¬ 
sary warning from Barth, one may set the words of his contemporary, 
Paul Tillich, in defense of his procedure of stating theology in forms 
derived from the prevailing culture: “I am not unaware of the danger that 
in this way the substance of the Christian message may be lost. Neverthe¬ 
less, this danger must be risked, and once one has realized this, one must 
proceed in this direction. Dangers are not a reason for avoiding a serious 
demand.” 14 The problem becomes one of maintaining a fine balance. If 
the demand for relevance and intelligibility is to be met, then there will 
always be a danger of infringing the autonomous—and even judgmental 

13 The Word of God and the Word of Man, p. 68. 
ii Systematic Theology, vol. Ill, p. 4. 
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—character of the primordial revelation; but this must be weighed against 
the other danger of so insulating the revelation against all contact with the 
changing forms of secular culture, that it becomes encapsulated, and shut 
off from everything else in life. It should not prove impossible to find a 
way between these dangerous extremes. But this can best be done if we 
frankly acknowledge the cultural factor in theology, and try to handle it 
in full awareness of its potentialities. If we try to exclude this factor, then 
it will work unconsciously, for it is inescapable. 

6 . The last formative factor to be considered is reason. Again, this is a 
factor that has to do with theology’s character as an intellectual discipline. 
There have been sharp differences of opinion over the role of reason in 
theology. Broadly speaking, the mainstream of Christian thinking in the 
Fathers, in Roman Catholic theology, in Anglican theology, and also in 
much Protestant theology, has maintained a positive attitude toward 
reason and seen it as an ally of revelation. But a very influential counter-K 
current has coursed through the Fathers and the Middle Ages, and found 
its most vigorous spokesmen in some of the schools of orthodox Protestant 
theology. This counter-current either has assigned a very minor role to 
reason or, in a few extreme cases, has actually denounced reason as the 
enemy of revelation. A discussion of these matters can be only provisional, 
until we have looked at the relation of theology to philosophy, and, above 
all, studied the problem of a natural or philosophical theology. However, 
I think we can reject right away the extreme position of the theologian 
who tries to exclude human reason altogether, and to rely entirely on the 
biblical revelation. Such an attitude seems tantamount to abandoning any 
claim that theology is an intellectual discipline. Immanuel Kant rightly 
observed: “Were biblical theology to determine, wherever possible, to 
have nothing to do with reason in things religious, we can easily foresee 
on which side would be the loss; for a religion which rashly declares war 
on reason will not be able to hold out in the long run against it.” 15 

Almost all theologians would be prepared to allow some place to rea¬ 
son, and the question at issue concerns the extent to which reason may 
enter as a formative factor. Reason may be broadly divided into specula¬ 
tive reason and critical reason. In its speculative exercise, reason endeavors 
to construct a metaphysic or theory of reality. Within speculative reason, 
we have to distinguish further between a priori theories (such as St. An¬ 
selm’s famous ontological proof of the existence of God) based on the 

1 3 Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone, p. 9. 
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pure reason alone and on the concepts which belong to it apart from any 
experience of the world; and a posteriori theories (such as the equally 
famous “five wavs” of St. Thomas) where reason constructs its theories 
on the basis of experience of the world. Some theologies have held that 
metaphysics constructed in this way offer confirmation of the content of 
revelation; while in some cases a rational mctaphvsic has been allowed to 
determine the entire shape of a theology, notably in some of the nine¬ 
teenth-century theologies which relied on speculative idealism. Since the 
time of Hume and Kant, however, metaphysics has been placed more and 
more in question as a legitimate exercise of reason, and in contemporary 
philosophy there is a strong anti-metaphysical spirit. Theologians too have 
sought to disentangle themselves from dependence on the metaphysicians. 
Thus it would be true to say that nowadays there is widespread suspicion 
of any speculative role for reason in theology. The fact that there is such 
suspicion does not, of course, settle the question about the legitimacy of 
rational speculation, and we shall have to look at these matters more 
closely in due course. But in so far as we have to pay attention to the 
cultural factor and to the prevailing anti-speculative climate of thought, 
a theology addressed to our time would seek to avoid anv heavy depen¬ 
dence on speculative reason. 

It may be noticed however that there would seem to be a function of 
reason somewhat akin to its speculative exercise, yet in some respects 
quite distinct from it. I have in mind a constructive use of reason in which 
we build up rational wholes, theories, or interlocking systems of ideas, 
but do so not by deductive argument but rather by imaginative leaps 
which, so to speak, integrate the fragmentary elements in inclusive wholes. 
Of course, such imaginative leaps need to be immediately tested and sub¬ 
jected to scrutiny, yet something of this kind goes on in most intellectual 
disciplines, including the natural sciences. This might be called the “archi¬ 
tectonic” function of reason, and it would seem to have something in 
common with esthetic sensibility. Clearly a well-constructed theology 
aiming at coherent expression, even if it eschews the speculative reason, 
will owe something of its shape and general structure to the architectonic 
reason. Even theologians who in theory allow very little place to reason 
are sometimes builders of a theological fabric of such design and com¬ 
plexity that they must themselves be gifted with an imaginative reason 
comparable to that of a great architect. Karl Barth is the obvious example. 

Reason is not opposed to the use of imagination and indeed demands it. 
Both reason and imagination have their place in the intellectual quest for 
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understanding and each needs the other. In theology, sometimes rational 
deduction can expand our understanding of the truths of faith, as when, 
for instance, a peripheral doctrine is inferred from one or more central 
doctrines. But the central doctrines themselves may come to be better 
understood through the deployment of imaginative metaphors, analogues, 
and symbols which point us beyond the range of rational concepts. Then, 
however, the exuberance of the imagination and its mythologizing ten¬ 
dency may need to be held in check by rational criticism. 

Now we must turn to the second of the two broad divisions that were 
assigned to reason, to the critical reason. This may itself be subdivided 
into the elucidatory and the corrective exercises of reason. The elucida¬ 
tory reason would be admitted into theology even by theologians who are 
fairly negative in their attitude to reason. In its elucidatory function, rea¬ 
son sifts, analyzes, expounds and, generally speaking, brings into the light 
the content of the revelation. This use of reason would not, according to 
those theologians who reduce reason to its most lowly status, be an au¬ 
tonomous exercise, but would always be subject to the revelation itself 
and perhaps even to divine illumination, so that reason here is entirely an¬ 
cillary to revelation; but other theologians would hold that reason must 
interpret revelation according to the same canons and hermeneutic prin¬ 
ciples that it works out for the guidance of interpretation in general. The 
corrective use of reason assigns to the rational factor in theology a much 
larger role, though one that still falls far short of the speculative reason. 
Corrective reason (which would be rejected by those who restrict reason 
to an ancillary function) is directed upon the revelation or alleged revela¬ 
tion itself, questioning its credentials, submitting it to scrutiny and criti¬ 
cism, removing from its content whatever may be involved in irreconcil¬ 
able conflict with other well-founded convictions that may be held. The 
corrective use of reason will be strongly upheld in this book, for without 
it, we would seem to be potential victims of the pretensions of any sup¬ 
posed revelation that might seek to impose itself upon us. The ideal of a 
rational religion, in the sense of one founded on a rational metaphysic, 
may be an impossible and perhaps undesirable one, but we should never 
relinquish the ideal of a reasonable religion, in the sense of one whose con¬ 
tent has been subjected to the scrutinizing and corrective exercise of criti¬ 
cal reason. I am in hearty agreement with Archbishop William Temple’s 
remark when, in criticizing the meager place given to reason by the early 
Barth, he asserted that “revelation can, and in the long run must, on pain 
of becoming manifest as superstition, vindicate its claim by satisfying 
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reason.” 10 It is true that Barth in his later writings seems to have accorded 
a higher place to reason, so that Temple’s criticism perhaps applies nowa¬ 
days more forcibly to some of Barth’s disciples than to himself. But wher¬ 
ever it is found, any excessive depreciation of reason is to be deplored. 
We shall have more to say about this later. 

In the meantime, a claim has been staked for reason among the forma¬ 
tive factors in theology—and not merely for elucidatory reason, but also 
for corrective and architectonic reason. The question of speculative rea¬ 
son, though we have seen that it is suspect, must be deferred for further 
discussion. As is the case with the other formative factors, reason can 
sometimes play an exaggerated role in theology, and can even subordinate 
revelation and experience to rigid theories that have been laid down in 
advance. But in the current mood of theology, this overprizing of reason 
seems to be less of a danger than that reason’s place should be under¬ 
estimated. 


3. THE DEVELOPMENT OF DOCTRINE 

This survey of the principal formative factors in theology lets us see 
the complexity of the subject, and also shows us how such widely differ¬ 
ing styles of theologizing have been practiced at various times, though this 
variety has to do also with the question of method, still to be considered. 
Exaggeration of one or other of the formative factors must lead to theo¬ 
logical distortion. Too much stress on experience is the cause of individ¬ 
ualism, enthusiasm and, at the worst, fanaticism. A too rigid emphasis on 
revelation, and on the scripture and tradition which mediate it, leads to 
obscurantism, antiquarianism, ultra-conservatism. Those who lean too far 
in the direction of accommodating theology to the mood of the culture 
or of trying to exhaust its content in terms of what can be rationally es¬ 
tablished apart from religious experience and revelation end up with a 
shallow modernism or rationalism from which the distinctive religious 
content has been eliminated. Heresy (the word seems to have meant orig¬ 
inally “taking for oneself,” that is to say, “individual preference”) is just 
the distorted kind of theology that arises from the exaggeration of one 
element at the expense of others. 

It seems then theology must hold a nice balance or tension among the 
formative factors, and this in turn might seem so difficult as to be almost 


L. 
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impossible. But awareness of the dangers is a big step toward avoiding 
them. Moreover, there is theological freedom, the right, within limits, to 
stress viewpoints and use methods which, in the situation, seem to need 
stressing. This freedom is quite a wide one, even in the relatively authori¬ 
tarian churches, though, as has been indicated above, there are some points 
which theology can transgress only if it is resolved to cease being Chris¬ 
tian theology and becomes some private individual’s philosophy of reli¬ 
gion, though still in the main a Christian philosophy of religion. It is in the 
discussion that goes on between the points of view that theological free¬ 
dom is exercised and theological advance achieved. 

We have quoted the words of St. Vincent of Lerins about “that which 
has been believed everywhere, always and by all,” and these words might 
suggest that Christian doctrine is static and unchanging. But the same 
writer claimed that “there should be a great increase and vigorous progress 
in the individual man as well as in the entire Church as the ages and the 
centuries march on, of understanding, knowledge and wisdom.” 17 There 
is general agreement that even if there is some initial given or basic reve¬ 
lation, nevertheless there is doctrinal development or theological advance 
as that given is continually being reformulated and expressed anew in 
words. But there is considerable disagreement about the nature of such 
development. 

Do genuinely new truths come to light in the course of doctrinal de¬ 
velopment, or is it only a matter of making explicit the truths already 
contained in the original given? Can one rightly speak of “development” 
or do we simply see theologians striving to adapt themselves to the ad¬ 
vances in secular knowledge by abandoning the old dogmas and reformu¬ 
lating them or even redefining them in ways more likely to gain accep¬ 
tance? Or is it perhaps an exercise in rationalization by providing theo¬ 
logical justification for beliefs and practices that have sprung up unre¬ 
flectingly in the community? 

There are no simple answers to these questions. Often doctrine seems 
to have developed in haphazard ways, and these have sometimes looked 
like cultural adaptation, sometimes like mere rationalization. But on the 
question of rationalization, it must be remembered that the relation of 
practice and belief in the community of faith is a reciprocal one. Some¬ 
times an insight is gained on the practical level before the theological 
grounds for it are clearly understood, and the fact that these grounds may 


17 Covnnonitorium, XXIII, :8. 
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be understood only subsequently cannot mean that therefore they are 
merely rationalizations. It cannot be claimed that there has been a straight¬ 
forward development of Christian doctrine in the sense of an uninter¬ 
rupted progressive deepening of theological understanding, but it can be 
argued that the development has been due as much to the inner dynamic 
and creativity of the given revelation as to the pressure of external influ¬ 
ences, and that the more bizarre developments called forth by such in¬ 
fluences have tended in time to wither away. 

On the question of whether the genuinely new emerges in the course of 
theological development, one could hardly speak of “development” un¬ 
less there were some thread of continuity. As Maurice Wiles has re¬ 
marked, “The idea of radical discontinuity in doctrine is not strictly con¬ 
ceivable.” 18 Such fundamental theological concepts as God, sin, grace, 
salvation need constantly to be rethought, but there are limits to the pos¬ 
sibility of reformulation and redefinition if one claims still to be speaking 
in the tradition of Christian or any other theology. Within these limits, 
however, it is legitimate to acknowledge that genuinely novel insights can 
appear. The community of faith has itself eventually to decide what are 
legitimate developments of its belief and what is inacceptable. 

When one looks at the history of theology the impression is often that 
of a pendulum which swings all the way from one position to its opposite 
and then perhaps a generation later swings back again. Also, there seems 
to be as much forgetting as learning, so that the same old controversies get 
fought out again, though tricked out in new terminologies. All this is, in 
a way, inevitable. A theologian may firmly believe that he is holding in 
balance the various factors that contribute to the fullness of a theology, 
yet in spite of himself he may be overstressing some point because it has 
seemed to him to be understressed in the theology to which he is re¬ 
acting. These stresses and strains that go on in theologv serve to remind 
us once more that there can be no final theology in which we can rest 
once and for all—not biblical theology, nor the system of St. Thomas, nor 
the thoughts of Luther and Calvin, though indeed these may all contain 
permanent and indispensable insights. But every theology is historically 
and culturally conditioned, so that the best it can hope to do is, through 
its participation in the faith that has persisted from the community’s be¬ 
ginning, to express the content of that faith without undue exaggeration, 
omission, or distortion, in “the clearest and most coherent language avail¬ 
able” for its own time. 


38 The Making of Christian Doctrine, p. 167. 
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4. THEOLOGY IN RELATION TO OTHER DISCIPLINES 
As an intellectual discipline, theology is part of the whole intellectual 
enterprise of mankind, and must therefore stand in relation to other disci¬ 
plines. The ideal of the unity of knowledge may be unrealizable, but we 
should not cease to strive for an approach as near to the ideal as possible. 
The days are certainly past when an encyclopedic genius, such as Aristotle 
or Leonardo da Vinci, could embrace the knowledge available in his time, 
and it seems that as knowledge expands, it becomes increasingly frag¬ 
mented and specialized. We often hear it said that ours is a split culture, 
and nobody claims that this is a healthy state of affairs. The split is very 
obvious when we consider theology in relation to other disciplines, for 
often it seems to have lost touch with secular studies altogether and to 
have become compartmentalized and esoteric. We have, so to speak, a 
Sunday mentality and an everyday mentality. We may succeed in keeping 
them apart and in this way we prevent latent conflicts between them 
from flaring up, but this is done at the expense of restricting religion to a 
special and somewhat rarefied sector of life. To explore the borders be¬ 
tween theology and other disciplines with a view not only to removing 
conflicts but, more positively, in the hope of gaining reciprocal illumina¬ 
tion, is a task that cannot be avoided if we arc dissatisfied with the frag¬ 
mentation of life and culture. 

The question of theology and other disciplines is an extension of the 
theme already introduced when we considered culture and reason among 
the formative factors in theology. Now we arc selecting for closer study 
some particularly sensitive points at which the interaction between theol¬ 
ogy and cultural factors may go on. Four such points will be briefly dis¬ 
cussed—those at which theology comes into relation with philosophy, 
history, the sciences of man (anthropology, psychology, sociology), and 
the natural sciences. 

1. Let us begin with theology’s relation to philosophy, for of all the 
disciplines, philosophy seems to be the one that stands nearest to theology. 
On the basis of the faith which it explicates, theology expounds convic¬ 
tions about God, man, and the world. During most of its history, phi¬ 
losophy lias treated of the same themes, though it does so not on the basis 
of faith; rather it claims reason and ordinary experience for its guides. 
How are the two strands of thinking related, if indeed they arc related 
at all? 

krom the beginning, theologians have held divergent views on the na¬ 
ture of the relationship, and even on whether it is desirable that any 
common ground between their own discipline and philosophy should be 
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recognized. The two points of view on the place of reason in theology, 
noted above, have typically found expression on the specific issue of the 
relation of theology to philosophy. In the early days of the Church, we 
find on the one side advocates of an alliance between theology and sym¬ 
pathetic philosophies. For instance, St. Justin Martyr, speaking of Plato 
and the Stoics, claims that they shared in the Word (Aoyo?) that was in 
Jesus, and that “whatever things were rightly said among all men are the 
property of us Christians”; 19 and Clement of Alexandria holds that phi¬ 
losophy “assists towards true religion as a kind of preparatory training for 
those who arrive at faith by way of demonstration.” 20 On the other 
hand; Tatian ridicules and abuses the philosophers, sometimes in a crude 
fashion, 21 while Tertullian equates their ideas with “the world’s wisdom, 
that rash interpreter of the divine nature and order.” 22 When we dis¬ 
cussed reason in theology, I claimed that the mainstream of the Church’s 
thinking had favored the alliance with reason and therefore with philoso¬ 
phy, but conceded that there has always been a lively opposition. Al¬ 
though my own view goes along with the mainstream in advocating a 
positive relationship toward reason and philosophy, let me say that the 
opposition has performed a necessary task in keeping the relationship 
under critical scrutiny and in fighting against bad forms of the relation¬ 
ship, which can get distorted so as to be injurious sometimes to theology, 
sometimes to philosophy. 

The trouble is that in such an alliance one partner tends to overshadow 
the other, and may deprive the other of its legitimate freedom. In the 
medieval synthesis, theology was the dominant partner and philosophy 
tended to become her handmaid and supporter. In the great days of ideal¬ 
ist philosophy, however, the situation was reversed and theology became 
just one department of the all-embracing system of thought. Theologians 
have been afraid, and sometimes not without reason, that the distinctive 
revelation communicated in faith may be swallowed up and thus be 
neutralized or distorted in an alien metaphysic. 

The present mood between theologians and philosophers tends to be 
one of suspicion and standoffishness, as each remembers the injuries which 
his discipline has received or is supposed to have received at the hands of 
the other. Both theology and philosophy are determined to maintain their 

19 Second Apology, xiii. 

20 Miscellanies, I, v. 

2 1 To the Greeks, ii-iii, xxv, etc. 

22 On Prescription against Heretics, vii. 
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autonomy. Karl Barth talks of theology’s having escaped from the Egyp¬ 
tian bondage of philosophy, while a typical philosophical viewpoint is 
expressed by Gilbert Ryle who sees in the laicizing of our culture the 
freeing of philosophy from the leading-strings of theology, so that now 
philosophy can get on with its own work. But there is something rather 
chauvinistic in these declarations of independence. The fact that there 
may have been distorted relations in the past does not mean that there 
cannot be healthy relations, or that the two disciplines must go their sep¬ 
arate ways in sulky isolation. This, I believe, would be most unfortunate, 
and would heighten still more the fragmentation of modern culture. 

When we look at the present situation, there is ground for hoping that 
a better relation between the two disciplines can be established. We have 
already seen that metaphysics has fallen into disrepute, and new forms of 
philosophizing have appeared. Thus the old fear of the theologian that 
his theology might get drawn into the meshes of a metaphysic should no 
longer be a barrier in the way of a positive relation to philosophy. There 
are nowadays few philosophers engaged in the construction of all-embrac- 
ing systems, and the prevailing tendency is analysis rather than synthesis. 
While indeed some of the traditional schools still have their following, 
the philosophical movements that belong distinctively to the twentieth 
century stand off from metaphysics. Logical analysis contents itself with 
the critical scrutiny of our different modes of discourse; it does not pro¬ 
fess to say anything about the substance of what used to be regarded as 
the great problems of philosophy, but considers itself a formal discipline, 
aiming at the detection and removal of confusions in our discourse about 
any themes whatsoever. Existentialism is similarly analytic, but it admits 
a more substantial content for philosophy; what is analyzed is human 
existence in its manifold modes of being, and the aim of this philosophy is 
that man should attain to self-understanding. But all the existentialists agree 
about the limitation of man’s powers, and they agree that it belongs to 
the very essence of his existence that he must live without that com¬ 
prehensive knowledge that was sought in metaphysics. Some philosophers 
do indeed develop an ontology, or philosophy of being, but nowadays this 
is usually claimed to rest on existential foundations and to be different 
from a metaphysic constructed by the speculative exercise of reason. 
Mention should be made also of the influential school of phenomenology, 
but this again is something far removed from metaphysics and is indeed a 
methodology, a technique of description designed to provide a new in¬ 
road into philosophical problems. 
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The theologian should not back away from this field of philosophical 
endeavor, for there is much here that can be of the greatest value in his 
own theological work. English theologians, such as Ian Ramsey, are show¬ 
ing how logical analysis can help toward cleaner and better theology. 
Rudolf Bultmann’s interpretations of the New Testament have amply 
demonstrated how much theology can profit from attending to existential 
analysis. Ontology and phenomenology are prominent in the work of 
Paul Tillich, though in his case it must be conceded that several of his 
critics claim that he remained an old style metaphysician at heart and 
that his work was given shape by the German idealist tradition. 

It has been mentioned that some metaphysical types of philosophy still 
have a following. Since there are important theologians of our time who 
are still influenced by them, these metaphysical styles of thinking deserve 
some mention. Process philosophy, based mainly on the work of White- 
head and having close affinities with empiricism and natural science, has 
been specially influential among American theologians and has made sig¬ 
nificant contributions toward the rethinking of theism. The dialectical 
philosophy, stretching from Hegel through Marx to such modern thinkers 
as Bloch and Marcuse, is renewing its influence in Germany, and its 
strongly social emphasis can be seen as a corrective in such theologians as 
Moltmann and Metz to the alleged individualist bias of existentialism. Fi¬ 
nally, the perennial philosophy of St. Thomas has revived in recent times, 
especiallv in the dynamic form known as transcendental Thomism which 
has been powerfully operative in the new style Roman Catholic theologv 
associated with the Second Vatican Council. We shall have to take note of 
all of these at later stages of our study. 

Has philosophy on its side anything to gain from keeping in touch with 
theology? Perhaps it is presumptuous for a theologian to venture any 
remark on this. But I believe that theologv keeps the philosopher aware 
of dimensions of experience that tend to get overlooked in our techno¬ 
logical age. No one wants to make philosophy subservient to theology or 
to take away its freedom, for its very independence is necessary if it is to 
maintain that critical pressure which the theologian needs to have ex¬ 
erted on him if he is to seek clarity and consistency. Yet at the same time 
the theologian would hope that the philosopher might take theology seri¬ 
ously. The tendency toward positivism could mean that philosophy has 
indeed cast away the leading-strings of theology but has fallen into a new 
servitude in which it is dominated by natural science. 

So I am claiming that a positive relationship between theology and 
philosophy is certainly good for theology, and probably good for phi- 
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Iosophy as well. This relationship may well differ from what it custom¬ 
arily was in times past, and we must think of it as much in terms of a 
healthy tension as in terms of an alliance. But I do not believe that any 
theology can stand without philosophically defensible foundations, and 
so, no worthwhile theology can be delivered from the duty of conversing 
with philosophy. More will be said about these matters when we come 
to the theme of philosophical theology. 

2. History is another discipline with which theology stands in rela¬ 
tion, and this relation would seem to be specially important in the case 
of Christian theology which takes its origin from a revelation given in an 
historical person rather than in a dateless myth or a timeless corpus of 
laws or of philosophical truths. But the relation between theology and 
history seems to be a very complex one and to have many ramifications. 

Just as philosophers have turned away from metaphysics, so the his¬ 
torians of our day are suspicious of any speculative interpretations of 
history. They recognize that our view of history is always too limited 
for us to be able to claim with any confidence that we can discern in 
historical events some great pattern, such as the working out of a provi¬ 
dential scheme or the movement of events toward some goal of divine 
perfection. All-embracing interpretations of history, especially those with 
theological implications, as we find them proposed by thinkers from St. 
Augustine to Hegel, no longer command interest. Even the more modest 
schemes of Spengler and Toynbee still go far beyond what most contem¬ 
porary historians are prepared to regard as legitimate interpretation of 
history. Thus the theologian of today would not look to the historian to 
provide him with some comprehensive metaphysic of history, but would 
think of the areas where theology and history interact as quite definitely 
limited and circumscribed. There are several such areas. 

First may be mentioned the general history of religion and the com¬ 
parative study of religion that has been made possible on the basis of this 
history. Only in relatively recent times has there been opened up to re¬ 
search the panorama of the world’s faiths, both living and extinct. Since 
theology explicates the particular faith within which it arises and con¬ 
tinues to move, it cannot, like the philosophy of religion, relate itself to 
the whole spectrum of the world’s faiths. Nevertheless, it must take note 
of those parallels to its own faith which the history of religions has shown 
to abound in other faiths. This history shows that the faith of one’s own 
community is not an isolated phenomenon. The impact of history upon 
theology at this point is that it puts in question the claim of any revela¬ 
tion to have an exclusive or normative status. The study of history in any 
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field has a broadening effect, and not least in the field of religion. Here 
it might even seem to point in the direction of a relativism, but this in 
turn might seem to conflict with the ultimate claim of a divine revelation 
and the faith founded upon it. The question of Christianity’s relation to 
other faiths, and whether the Christian revelation has a unique status or 
one that is analogous to the status of other revelations or alleged revela¬ 
tions, will come up for discussion in due course. Meanwhile we notice 
that one relevant factor in settling this question will be the evidence of¬ 
fered by history. 

The history of Christian origins is another area of historical inquiry 
that has a bearing upon theology. We have already glanced at this in 
noticing how historical research and criticism has resulted in a changed 
attitude to the Bible. One might claim that just as a direct result of his¬ 
torical research, theology can never again be constructed by the citing 
of so-called “proof-texts,” chosen more or less at random from the Bible 
as a whole, as one finds the practice in some of the confessions of faith 
produced in the period after the Reformation. But historical research has 
gone so far in eroding the record of events contained in the New Testa¬ 
ment that much more than an attitude to the Bible is at stake. What is 
left of our knowledge of the historical Jesus, after form-criticism has 
done its work? How important for theology is it that we should know 
something about the historical Jesus? Is it of any theological importance 
that, as many historical scholars now claim, Jesus may never have thought 
of himself as Messiah? These questions and others like them will have to 
be deferred until we come to the proper place for discussing them. But 
they are mentioned here to show again how theology and history are 
bound to find areas of common concern, where the theologian will have 
to take note of what the historian is saying. 

Relevant too is what may be included under the general heading of 
the conception of historical existence. Although speculative interpreta¬ 
tions of history have been left aside, no one can study history without 
having some conception of the historical; and just as in philosophy we see 
metaphysics being replaced by analytical styles of philosophizing, so the 
old speculative interpretations of history have been replaced by attempts 
of a more critical and analytical kind to determine what we mean by 
“historical happening,” and how this relates to or differs from what we 
call “natural process.” What is meant by recognizing that all human exis¬ 
tence is historical existence? How do we relate to the past that is disclosed 
in history? What does it mean to say that all human thinking and talking 
is historically conditioned? The way in which such questions get answered 
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obviously has a bearing on matters that arc of great importance in the- 
°l°gy, especially Christian theology; for in the Christian faith, an actual 
historical existence is claimed to be the bearer of the revelation, and this 
claim raises the further question of how events of long ago can be relevant 
for persons living today—how the so-called “salvation-history” ( Heilsge- 
schichte ) can still be understood as effecting salvation, now that it has 
slipped so far into the past. Some understanding of history seems to under¬ 
lie the Christian teaching on these matters, and this implicit understanding 
needs to be brought out into the open and tested alongside what students 
of history have learned about the nature of historical existence. 

These questions cannot be carried further for the present, but even to 
have raised them in this provisional way shows us that theology, if it 
talks about history and historical happenings as Christian theology does, 
cannot disregard what the historians have to say, any more than it can 
turn its back on the philosophers. Theology must be open to these secular 
disciplines. 

3. Theology must come to terms also with the sciences of man , espe¬ 
cially with such studies as anthropology, psychology, and sociology. 
These studies investigate the phenomena of human life scientifically. 
Whether they can ever become as purely scientific as the natural sciences 
is a debatable point, but their aim is certainly to be scientific, and in so 
far as they proceed by observation, measurement (statistical and other), 
and even by experiment, it is clear that to a remarkable degree they do 
offer us something like a scientific account of the life of man. Among the 
phenomena of human life they find religion, so that each of these sciences 
offers us, from its own point of view, its account of religion. How, if at 
all, do these scientific accounts of religion relate to theology? 

Anthropology, through the patient labors of many investigators, has 
shed much light on the origins of religion and on the early stages of its 
evolution. It shows us a process of gradual development, marked, it is 
true, by leaps forward from time to time, yet on the whole continuous. 
It leaves no doubt that the great religions of today have descended from 
primitive faiths, and in the case of some particular features in them, the 
course of this evolution can be traced in detail. Primitive religion itself 
is shown to be shot through with ignorance, error, superstition, childish 
fantasy and self-centeredness. Sometimes it is concluded without further 
ado that the humble origins of religion are sufficient to discredit it. This, 
however, would be a hasty verdict. After all, every human activity goes 
back to very lowly origins. Probably science itself originated in part out 
of magic and occult practices, but this in no way discredits it. Both sci- 
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cnce and religion deserve to be judged by what they now are, and it 
is as justifiable to read the whole process of development from above 
downward as from below upward; that is to say, in the case of religion 
to recognize even in the practices of primitive religion the beginnings of 
higher things, as well to recognize in developed religion the legacy of 
savage times. Anthropology, as a science, brings facts and connections of 
facts to our notice, but as soon as we begin to interpret these facts, we 
have to introduce factors which the anthropologist cannot judge on the 
basis of his science. But the theologian must be prepared to offer some 
interpretation from his theological point of view, and he must try to show 
that this is as legitimate a point of view as the positivistic and naturalistic 
one that is held by some anthropologists. In trying to see these matters in 
a theological perspective, the theologian may find—as we noted already 
in connection with the history of religion—that he has to reconsider what 
he means by “revelation,” especially if this has been customarily thought 
of not in connection with a continuous process of development but as 
a discontinuous and isolated phenomenon. 

Psychology has had much to say about religion, and has offered theories 
about such phenomena as conversion and mysticism. It has shown that 
strange though these phenomena are, it is possible to go far toward ac¬ 
counting for them in terms of factors immanent within man’s mental life 
without positing any supernatural or even transhuman factor at work. 
Psychology shows, moreover, that religious attitudes and beliefs originate, 
at least in part, to satisfy certain needs. The extreme development of this 
point of view is found in Freud, who thinks of religion as the last strong¬ 
hold of the pleasure principle, providing us with an illusion that promises 
satisfaction and shields us from the harshness of reality. Here again, how¬ 
ever, interpretation has outrun the empirical evidence, for it is not from 
psychology that Freud learns that “reality” has this harsh and unbearable 
character. This is not to minimize the psychological critique of religion, 
to which we must return later. The theologian may well believe that he 
can make a reasonable reply to this critique, and that, while psychology 
can give an account of the origin and history of religious beliefs, we must 
go outside of psychology when it is a question of deciding about the value 
of these beliefs and their claim to be true. But the theologian is bound to 
acknowledge that the psychologist makes clear to him that a great deal 
which is infantile and immature can mask itself under religion, and that 
theology must be purged of such elements. 

Beyond this, the theologian can learn not only from psychological 
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studies of religion but from the light which psychology has thrown on 
man’s mental life as a whole, and consequently on his behavior. This may 
be summed up by saying that psychology has made clear to us that we are 
less rational than we like to believe; and again the work of Freud has been 
of special importance in exploring the unconscious and in showing how 
its demands can shape-even our very thinking. In so far as theology talks 
about man, sin, freedom, and responsibility, it must take account of what 
modern psychology has discovered on these themes. 

Sociology too has its points of contact with theology. In the commu¬ 
nity of faith, attention is directed upon the faith which has created the 
community, and this faith is thought of as having some transcendent 
character; but viewed from outside, the same community appears as a 
community within the world, subject to all the usual laws of social dy¬ 
namics, responding to pressures, needs, fears, the desire for security, and 
other purely immanent factors. Some writers, notably Marx and, in a dif¬ 
ferent way, Durkheim, have believed that religion itself is capable of being 
explained simply as a social phenomenon. This thesis is again an exagger¬ 
ated one and goes far beyond the limits of a scientific sociology. Yet, as 
with anthropology and psychology, sociology takes the lid off, so to 
speak, and reveals through its scientific approach aspects of the commu¬ 
nity of faith that should be noticed by the theologian. Any doctrine of 
the Church, for instance, must have regard not only to the Church as the 
fellowship of those called into the life of faith, but also to its status as a 
social phenomenon. 

Spokesmen for the three sciences briefly discussed above have often been 
hostile toward theology and have claimed that their own scientifically 
conducted investigations of religion have done away with the mystifica¬ 
tions of theology and shown religion to be a purely immanent phenom¬ 
enon, entirely accessible to this kind of approach. The theologian on his 
side has been suspicious of these sciences, and has felt them to be rivals. 
Certainly, if they claim that their accounts of religion are exhaustive— 
and such a claim means that they have gone beyond the assertions of sci¬ 
ence to embrace a positivistic or naturalistic philosophy—then the theo¬ 
logian must combat these claims. He replies that a positivistic account of 
religion is abstract and one-sided, and in particular is devoid of that par¬ 
ticipation in religious faith which theology itself knows and which, so it 
would be maintained, opens up dimensions that are inaccessible to the out¬ 
side observer. 

But if the theologian is compelled to resist exaggerated claims for what 
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we have called the “sciences of man,” he ought nevertheless to be pre¬ 
pared to hear what they have to say and to take this into account in his 
own work. These sciences show him that the phenomena of religion have 
an ambiguous character. What to the eye of faith is revelation can also be 
seen as just an ordinary event. When he pays attention to what anthro¬ 
pologists, psychologists, and sociologists say about religion, the theologian 
is forced to consider more penetratingly what he means by faith, what is 
this extra dimension in the phenomena of religion that faith perceives and 
the scientific observer does not, what intelligible account can he give of it; 
for if he is unwilling or unable to consider these matters, then it might 
seem indeed that the positivist had won the day. 

4. Finally, something has to be said about theology’s relation with the 
natural sciences —the theme popularly called “science and religion.” 

Everyone knows the story of the great battles of the past between 
scientists and theologians. The new theory of the universe developed by 
Copernicus and Galileo pushed the earth out of the center of things and 
set it in motion, and this was bitterly contested by the theologians who 
believed that a geocentric universe was part of their revelation. Then the 
discovery of the geologists that the earth had been in existence for mil¬ 
lions of years led to a new dispute, for this stretching of the time-span 
completely upset the scheme of so-called “sacred history” that claimed to 
trace the course of events from the creation down to our Christian era. 
Perhaps the greatest battle of all was fought with Darwin and his follow¬ 
ers over the question of man’s evolution from lower forms of life, for in 
the eyes of the theologians this was a further blow to the Christian faith. 

Everyone knows too how these disputes ended. They all ended with the 
retreat of the theologian. The scientific findings, backed by irrefragable 
evidence, were accepted, and most theologians adjusted themselves as well 
as they could to the new situation. 

Sometimes it is said that we should not think of these disputes as lead¬ 
ing to the victory of one party and the defeat of the other, but rather 
in terms of both sides coming to a clearer understanding of where the 
boundary between the two disciplines lies. This is a face-saving kind of 
statement, but up to a point it is true. The old quarrels ostensibly had 
to do with the scientist’s contradiction of the revealed truths set forth in 
scripture. The theologian of today would say that the statements in the 
Bible that conflict with the findings of modern science are not part of the 
revelation to which the Bible bears witness, but simply reflect the current 
scientific thinking of biblical times. He would accept that on empirical 
matters of fact we must be guided by science and that neither theology 
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nor the revelation which it professes to explicate can have anything to say 
on such matters. On the other hand, it is claimed that science cannot pro¬ 
nounce on matters of faith, which are not based on the empirical world. 

To some extent science and theology have thus been insulated from 
each other. It is unlikely that they will again quarrel over empirical mat¬ 
ters of fact. Even such a question as whether the world had a beginning in 
time is one that nowadays would be turned over to scientific cosmology, 
and with the development of the radio telescope by which we can per¬ 
ceive events that took place billions of years ago, this question is one that 
in principle can be settled empirically. 

But to conclude from such considerations that the battle between sci¬ 
ence and religion is over or that the two have arranged terms for coexis- 
tence would be premature. Future quarrels may not be so crude as those 
in the past, but the underlying tension could be even more severe. Al¬ 
though ostensibly the old battles had to do with the Bible and the contra¬ 
diction of alleged truths of revelation, there was a much deeper cleavage. 

I believe that the real shock of the Copernican revolution was not just 
that it challenged the scriptural cosmology, but that on a more funda¬ 
mental level it offered the greatest challenge to his sense of security man 
has ever experienced, and inflicted on him a traumatic experience with 
which he has still not fully come to terms. By dislodging man from the 
center, it began that process whereby he has gradually been stripped of 
his privileges and driven into a wilderness. The expansion of the time 
scale and the theory of evolution have simply gone further along the same 
road and increasingly stressed the apparent insignificance of man in the 
universe. Hence the likelihood that he should be the concern of such 
powers as there may be, or that they should grant him a special revela¬ 
tion, fades away. The old idea that the cosmic process is to be understood 
as centering in God’s dealings with man, in the sacred biblical history of 
creation, fall, redemption, and final consummation, bccomes pathcticallv 
improbable. It may indeed be the case that the essential truths of faith can 
be restated in the context of a modern world view, but they can hardly 
fail to be profoundly modified in the process. Whether or not we accept 
Bultmann’s way of doing it, some kind of “dcmythologizing,” to use his 
expression, has got to be carried out. 

Not only has science destroyed man’s ancient and infantile illusion that 
the world had been built around his needs, it has also taught him to un¬ 
derstand the universe as a self-regulating mechanism where each event that 
takes place is adequately accounted for in terms of other events within 
the system. The scientist regards it as neither necessary nor permissible to 
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appeal to alleged “supernatural” forces to keep the universe moving or to 
intervene from time to time to achieve special effects. We all live from 
day to day as if this point of view of the scientist were indeed correct. 
This clearly presents new problems for the theologian, for the old ways 
of conceiving divine action in the world in miracle, providence, and the 
like, were frequently infected with the discredited idea of a supernatural 
power breaking into and disrupting the natural course of events. Nowa¬ 
days the theologian will respond to this situation by acknowledging that 
all events can be seen as belonging to the immanent sequence of happen¬ 
ings within the world, but he will claim that it is possible also to see in 
events a dimension that science misses. Here, however, we come against 
the most stubborn problem in the science-theology relation, the problem 
of reconciling the two underlying attitudes. Is there indeed a dimension 
which science misses, and which religion or theology perceives? When the 
theologian renounces the world of empirical fact to the scientist, has he 
himself anything else left to talk about? This is once again the challenge of 
positivism. It would seem that the theologian has to respond to it by pref¬ 
acing his actual theology with as careful an exposition as he can give of 
the experiences, concepts, and modes of discourse on which his theology 
is based. In this way he will hope to show that his theological way of see¬ 
ing matters may be regarded as a legitimate approach to the world, along¬ 
side the scientific one. This is the procedure which will be followed in 
due course in this book. 

It has become clear that the relations of theology and science are not so 
simple as they were once taken to be, and that the contacts are indirect 
rather than direct, in so far as both science and religion can give rise to 
different attitudes to our world and our life in it. There are still some 
writers who try a more direct approach and who argue to religious con¬ 
clusions either from specific scientific findings or from the general sci¬ 
entific view of the world. Such approaches are not very successful, for 
it is very hard to see the logical path that leads from a starting point in 
the empirical findings of science to the convictions of religion, which do 
not seem to belong within the world of empirical fact. Nevertheless, these 
essays to relate science and religion, even if they fail in constructing a “re¬ 
ligious world view,” have their use in removing conflicts and in trying to 
show that the two points of view are compatible. Theology cannot be 
content to be in conflict with science, cither with particular findings of 
science or with its spirit of inquiry. 

We conclude then by reiterating that theology has a duty to maintain 
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contact with the disciplines discussed in this section, both by learning 
from them and by sharpening and defining its own point of view in rela¬ 
tion to theirs. 


j. THEOLOGICAL METHOD 

From all that has already been said about the nature of theology, the for¬ 
mative factors which enter into it, and its relations to the disciplines which 
seem to stand nearest to it, there follow some fairly obvious principles that 
would guide our method of study. It is worthwhile, however, to devote 
a short section to stating more explicitly what these methodological prin¬ 
ciples are. 

According to Bernard Lonergan, method can be understood as “a nor¬ 
mative pattern of recurrent and related operations yielding cumulative 
and progressive results.” 2:1 In his own wide-ranging study, he covers not 
only the method of theology proper, but the methods of the whole com¬ 
plex of theological studies, beginning with researches of the biblical scholar 
as he seeks to establish the text and to place it in its historical setting, and 
ending with the preacher and teacher as they seek to communicate the 
Christian faith to different types of people. Clearly, some of these methods 
are not peculiar to theology; the biblical scholar uses the same methods 
of textual criticism as the classicist and the historian of doctrine the same 
methods as any other historian. From the point of view of theology proper, 
that is to say, the kind of exposition of doctrine with which we are con¬ 
cerned in this book, biblical and historical studies constitute a preliminary 
to the work of theology and provide some of its material; while teaching 
and preaching are specialized skills which are subsequent to theology and 
communicate its insights in highly specific situations. The distinctive meth¬ 
ods of theology lie in the middle of this route that leads from the estab¬ 
lishment of the text to the act of communication in a concrete situation, 
but it is worth noting that theology is closely associated on both sides 
with these related studies and that it is partly dependent on methods 
which are common to many intellectual disciplines. It is, however, to the 
core of theological method that we must address our attention. 

It should be noted that in theology, as in other disciplines, the method 
of study is a complex one, or perhaps one should better say that several 
methods are employed together. Even though we may associate particu- 


23 Method, in Theology, p. 5. 
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lar theologians with distinctive methods—Bultmann with demythologiz- 
ing, Tillich with correlation, Barth with dialectic, and so on—these dis¬ 
tinctive procedures by no means exhaustively constitute the methods of 
these theologians. They are emphases within the whole texture of theolog¬ 
ical method, rather than complete methods in themselves. Thus, whatever 
the differences among the three theologians mentioned, we can see also 
that there is something common in their approaches when we set them 
over against the German liberal theologians of the previous generation. 

In theological method, as indeed in the method of any discipline, there 
is (explicitly or implicitly) an overriding rationale which coordinates the 
various avenues of approach and assigns to each its proper degree of em¬ 
phasis. This is in accordance with the constructive role of reason, in its 
imaginative or architectonic function, to which allusion was made at an 
earlier stage in this chapter. 24 We are not to think of this methodological 
rationale as an arbitrary presupposition, or as entirely a priori. It must in¬ 
deed be sketched out at the beginning, if the inquiry is to proceed on 
consistent lines and is to be properly articulated; yet it will have been 
formulated in the light of dealing with theological problems, almost, one 
might say, by a process of trial and error, and it should remain as flexible 
and adaptable as possible. Further, the vindication of any particular 
method can be found only in the kind of theology to which it conduces. 
If it leads to a coherent and intelligible presentation of what is recogniz¬ 
ably the genuine content of the revelation, as that has been held in the 
community of faith, then a theological method vindicates itself. This is 
simply to say that method and content are inseparable in theologv. Any 
discussion of method in abstraction can be only provisional. 

In this work, the rationale underlying the methodology recognizes and 
seeks to coordinate three major avenues of approach to the content of 
theology. Let me say briefly what these are. 

i. An important role is assigned in this book to description as an ele¬ 
ment in theological method. The kind of descriptions offered may be 
called “phenomenological,” since I learned the value of this method from 
Husserl and his followers in the school of phenomenology. This does not 
mean that we are going to be bound too closely to any particular tech¬ 
nique of phenomenology, but it docs recognize the valuable contributions 
that this school of philosophy offers to theology, as well as to various 
other disciplines. 


24 Sec above, p. 16. 
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Phenomenology is careful analytic description; or, to express the same 
idea in another way, it is letting us see that which shows itself (the 
phenomenon) by removing, as far as possible, concealments, distortions, 
and whatever else might prevent us from seeing the phenomenon as it 
actually gives itself. This phenomenological procedure would seem to 
have at least three major advantages. 

The first advantage is that it begins at the right place, with the phe¬ 
nomena themselves. It is only too easy for us to have made up our minds 
already, before we study the phenomena. VVe bring along some ready¬ 
made idea, either on the basis of our own previous history or on the basis 
of what we have learned of the earlier history of reflection on these mat¬ 
ters. This is not to sav that we can rid our minds of all the ideas we have 

J 

picked up on a subject or that we can start entirely anew, or even that 
we should try to do this. No thinking can be without presuppositions, or 
entirely uninfluenced bv previous thinking. We have indeed already main¬ 
tained that tradition has its place among the formative factors in theology, 
and that no Christian theology can reject the mainstream of tradition. 
But we stressed also that what is handed down must be appropriated, or 
made our own, and that it must be continually subject to criticism and 
fresh interpretation. What is required is that we should not allow pre¬ 
suppositions or ideas taken over from the history of philosophy or the¬ 
ology to dominate our minds to such an extent that we never really face 
the phenomena but remain content with some ready-made interpretation. 
A ready-made interpretation passively and thoughtlessly taken over is 
not genuinely appropriated, and may conceal instead of illuminating the 
phenomena. It may well be that eventually we shall decide to accept some 
interpretation that is already available, but we ought to do so only because 
we see that it really does interpret the phenomena; and we can decide 
about this only if, so far as possible, we let ourselves be confronted by 
the phenomena. So we look at the phenomena as they show themselves, 
trying as far as possible to see and describe them as they are, without dis¬ 
torting prejudices. 

The second advantage of phenomenology is that it conduces to clarity. 
In any subject, it is useful to know what one is talking about. It is possible 
to plunge into theology and to discourse about man, sin, God, revelation, 
history, and all the rest without having taken the time and trouble to see 
what these words mean, or how they refer, or in what context of ex¬ 
perience they have their home, so to speak. A careful description of the 
phenomena to which these words are intended to point can first of all help 
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to make the discourse which employs these words intelligible, and as a 
consequence can enable us to judge whether such discourse is likely to be 
true or not. 

The third advantage of phenomenology is that in proceeding by de¬ 
scription rather than by deduction, it moves upon a more secure ground. 
In any deductive argument there is, at every step, the possibility of falling 
into a logical fallacy. However strong an argument may appear, it may 
have some logical defect. A good illustration of this point is afforded by 
the classical arguments (they were called “proofs”) for God’s existence. 
They once seemed convincing, but now all kinds of logical defects have 
been exposed. No doubt description too is fallible, and as we have already 
seen, it can be distorted by uncritically accepted presuppositions. But 
phenomenological description (the expression is almost pleonastic) at 
least aims at a degree of care and precision which would seem to lay a 
firm foundation for any study. And although phenomenology does not 
“prove,” in the sense of offering a demonstration, it does bring into the 
light the conditions that have to be satisfied in order that our assertions on 
some matter or other could be true, and it does enable us to judge how 
likely it is that these conditions are in fact satisfied. 

The descriptive method will be especially prominent in the earlier part 
of this book, where we are trying to lay the foundations of the theo¬ 
logical inquiry. To some extent, however, the phenomenological approach 
will continue to be used throughout the book. 

2. A second methodological strand that calls for mention is mterpre- 
tation. Among the formative factors that we have noted in theology, an 
important place was assigned to revelation. The primordial revelation, we 
have seen, has been mediated through scripture and tradition, and all three 
of these have come down to us from a past that in many ways is strange 
to us, so that revelation, as it comes to us in scripture and tradition, needs 
to be continually reinterpreted. Even our present experience may call for 
interpretation. So too does history, and likewise the mood of the contem¬ 
porary culture. It would seem that wherever there is understanding, there 
is also interpretation. As well as the formal kind of interpretation that 
goes on when we try to penetrate into the meaning of, let us say, an 
ancient poem, there seems to be an informal and scarcely explicit kind of 
interpretation going on all the time in our everyday life. We interpret 
other people’s actions, we interpret the weather signs, and so on. 

When interpretation becomes a deliberate and explicit task, as it does 
in theology, then, if it is to be carried out in a more than haphazard way, 
we need some definite principles. There is indeed a science of interpreta- 
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tion, the science of hermeneutics, and one hears a good deal of it now¬ 
adays. For the present, a few preliminary remarks on interpretation will 
suffice, for once again, it will be in the actual task of interpretation that 
any particular approach will be vindicated. 

The first point to notice about interpretation is the considerable com¬ 
plexity of the process, which seems always to involve some kind of 
circular movement. Roughly, we could say that this movement is from 
the known to the unknown, and back to the known. Dilthey has neatly 
expressed the point by saying: “Interpretation would be impossible if ex¬ 
pressions of life were completely strange. It would be unnecessary if 
nothing strange were in them. It lies, therefore, between these two ex¬ 
tremes.” - 5 What is implied in saying this is that we could never interpret 
anything unless we have some initial understanding of it, from which we 
set out. We bring this prior understanding to the task, and if we could 
not relate what is to be interpreted to what we already understand, then 
we could only gape at it in mute incomprehension. Yet while a prior un¬ 
derstanding of the matter is necessary to open up for us that which is to be 
interpreted, once this has been opened up we make a gain, and come back 
with a widened and deepened understanding, which may correct and en¬ 
large or even in some ways contradict the initial understanding from 
which we set out. 

To give a concrete illustration will be useful. Let us suppose I am con¬ 
fronted with an ancient love poem. Only some understanding of love 
gained from my own experience could make it possible for me to inter¬ 
pret the meaning of the poem. But if the poem has something important 
to say, then once I have entered into the meaning of it, my insight into 
the nature of love and even my understanding of my own experience may 
have been very much sharpened. 

A further point about interpretation is that it seems to require ability 
to use two different modes of expression (these may be language or some¬ 
thing else) in parallel, as it were. One mode of expression does not sup¬ 
plant the other, and perhaps cannot take its place, or express all that the 
other expresses. However, it throws light on the other, and brings out its 
meaning. But in accordance with the circular character of interpretation, 
this is again a reciprocal process, so that each mode of expression throws 
light on the other and has light thrown on it by the other. For instance, 
when a composer sets a poem to music, the music interprets the poem, 
and equally the words of the poem interpret the music. Neither com- 


25 Pattern and Meaning in History, p. 77. 
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pletely expresses what the other expresses, but each helps to bring out the 
meaning of the other. We shall later be discussing the language of the¬ 
ology, but here let it be said that the method of interpretation to be em- / 

ployed will try to illuminate the symbolic language of revelation with an 
existential-ontological language drawn from contemporary philosophy, 
though this language will in turn be illuminated by the symbols of faith. 

A third point about interpretation is that one has to have regard to the 
content of that which is to be interpreted, so that the illuminating lan¬ 
guage is an appropriate one, and is capable of expressing the kind of 
matter that has found expression in the language to be interpreted. Thus it 
will be necessary to show why, in the case of theology, an existential- 
ontological language is an appropriate one for the kind of content that is 
expressed in the symbols of a religious revelation. 

A final point about theological interpretation is its dialectical character. 

By this I mean that whatever has been said, something more remains to 
be said; or again, that whatever doctrinal formulation has been offered 
will be susceptible to correction by a new formulation—and will indeed 
demand such correction. I do not agree with those theologians who have 
gloried in the “paradoxes” of Christianity, but one can admit that they 
were correct in recognizing that there can never be one tidy final inter¬ 
pretation. The reasons for this have already been partly made clear in our 
remarks on the development of doctrine but at the deepest level they lie 
in the subject-matter of theology itself. There is in both God and man an 
inexhaustibility that no verbal formulation can finally grasp. 

The kind of interpretation described here will be most in evidence in 
the middle part of this book. The interpretative language, itself founded 
upon the descriptive analysis in the earlier part of the book will be 
brought into confrontation with the symbols in which faith has expressed 
itself. 

3. The last methodological strand that I want to mention needs only 
a word or two. It is application. Theology takes its rise within the life of 
the community of faith, and it seeks to bring this faith to clear and co¬ 
herent expression. But then it comes back to the life of faith, for theology 
as a whole may be considered as an interpretation and thus shows the kind 
of movement that belongs to any interpretation. A theology that becomes 
an end in itself can easily degenerate into rarefied academic speculation 
that has lost sight of the existential realities out of which it arose, and 
which it was intended to bring to expression. As has already been stressed 
more than once, a theology is not a disinterested philosophy of religion. 

Thus even as theology proceeds from existence in faith, it comes back 
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to this existence so that the community of faith can better understand 
itself and can better order its life. How this is to be done in detail will not 
be a matter for theology, but the general principles must be theologically 
informed. I • f\A L * e ^ e *- <rt - ^ 
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6. THE DIVISIONS OF THEOLOGY ' / 

Systematic theology is the total theological enterprise as this has been 
unified by the architectonic reason. The preceding pages have given us 
an idea of the manifold tasks that have thus to be coordinated within the 
structure of a systematic theology. The word “systematic” should not be 
taken too strictly. It is the traditional word, and there are no good reasons 
for dropping it, but it should not be taken to mean something like a meta¬ 
physical system in which everything from God to the electron is given 
its place. Systematic theology has more modest aims, but it does claim to 
be systematic in the sense that it seeks to articulate all the constituent ele¬ 
ments of theology in a coherent whole, and that it seeks to articulate this 
whole itself with the other fields that go to make up the totality of human 
knowledge, and especially with those disciplines which stand in a specially 
close relation to theology. 

The preceding section on method has already made it clear that I con¬ 
sider that systematic theology can best be divided into three major di¬ 
visions, and this threefold division of the subject determines the pattern 
of the remainder of the book. 

The first division is philosophical theology. This may be considered as 
roughly corresponding to the natural theology of older treatments of the 
subject. Philosophical theology, as we shall see in due course, differs from 
the old style natural theology in being descriptive rather than deductive, 
but it performs the same function of providing a link between secular 
thought and theology proper. It lays bare the fundamental concepts of 
theology and investigates the conditions that make any theology possible. 

In doing this it also provides a defense of theology against its detractors, 
by showing that theology can claim to have foundations in the universal 
structures of human existence and experience. Hence it has an apologetic 
function, though this is incidental to its primary function as foundational 
theology. Apologetics is not a branch of theology, but rather a style of 
theology, namely that style which defends faith against attacks. There is 
also a difference between philosophical theology and the philosophy of 
religion, for whereas the latter is a general and disinterested study of 
religion, philosophical theology belongs within the theological enterprise 
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and is indeed a necessary part of any theology that claims to be reason¬ 
able. 26 

The second great division is symbolical theology. I have chosen this 
name only after considerable thought about the matter, and of course it 
is not to be understood in the narrow sense of “symbolics,” as this term 
has been used, to mean the study of creed, confessions of faith, and the 
like. By “symbolical” theology I mean the unfolding and interpret ation 
of the great symbols or images in which the revealed truths of faith are 
‘set forth—the triune God, creation, the fall of man, incarnation, atone¬ 
ment, eschatology, and whatever else belongs to the specific faith of the 
Christian Church. Only after we have considered the logic of theological 
language will the full reason for talking about “symbolical” theology be¬ 
come apparent. This, however, is the core of theology, and corresponds, 
to a large extent, to what has customarily been called dogmatic theol ogy . 
It seems to me, however, that the adjective “dogmatic” has acquired such 
a pejorative connotation in ordinary usage that theology ought to get rid 
of it, even if it may be convenient to keep the noun “dogma” for some 
restricted technical use. In any case, dogmatic theology has usually had 
a wider scope than the symbolical theology to be developed here, for 
dogmatic theology also dealt with the Church, the sacraments, and other 
matters, which in this book will be assigned to a distinct division. 

This third division is applied theology. It will be concerned with the 
expression of faith in concrete existence, in the institutional, cultic , arid 
ethical aspects of the life of faith. It will not indeed pursue these matters 
in detail, for this belongs to practical theology (with its many branches 
such as pastoral theology, ascetical theology, homiletics, and so on), to 
liturgies, and to Christian ethics, or, it may be, moral theology. But applied 
theology will provide the theological principles from which these special¬ 
ized studies will move into their particular fields. 

Like apologetics, biblical theology and historical theology are not dis¬ 
tinct branches of theology, but special ways of considering theological 
questions, and clearly the pronouncements of both biblical and historical 
theology must be carefully considered over the whole areas of symbolical 
and applied theology. 

It should perhaps be added that the lines of demarcation separating the 
different branches and modes of theology should not be considered as 
rigid. One area merges into another, and indeed it is the conviction that 
they all belong together that makes possible the unified structure of a sys¬ 
tematic theology. 

26 See above, p. 2. 
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7 - PHILOSOPHICAL THEOLOGY AND NATURAL THEOLOGY 
All theology proceeds upon assumptions, of which some may be readily 
seen on examination, others may be more or less concealed. For instance, 
any talk about revelation assumes that there are truths concerning our¬ 
selves or the world or perhaps something beyond the world, and that 
these truths are not to be learned as we learn truths concerning ordinary 
matters of fact, but that they are communicated to us in a special way. 
Again, belief in the immortality of the soul has its implications about what 
constitutes a self, the nature of death, and many other difficult matters. 
The business of philosophical theology, as understood in this book, is to 
bring these assumptions out into the open, to express them in a precise 
philosophical language (so far as this may be possible), and then to subject 
them to scrutiny to see whether they can stand up. Since the basic theo¬ 
logical ideas—“revelation,” “God,” “sin,” “grace” and the like—are not 
the private property of any particular religion, though no doubt the con¬ 
tent of these ideas varies considerably from one religion to another, philo¬ 
sophical theology may be thought of as an inquiry into the possibility of 
any theology whatsoever. It tries to show us what are the foundations of 
theological discourse—how this talk arises, how it refers, what are its pre¬ 
suppositions. To express this in another wav, philosophical theology seeks 
to show us what is the logic of theological discourse, or perhaps to show 
us whether it has a coherent logic at all. Only when these matters have 
been explored can we judge about the claims of theology, and have some 
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reliable grounds for assessing whether it docs in fact speak of matters that 
are of paramount importance for our human life, or whether it is a tissue 
of confusions and errors, or whether it is baseless and illusory, like the 
pseudo-science of astrology. 

The questions on which we have just touched are sometimes discussed 
under the heading of “faith and reason.” To be sure, there is no objec¬ 
tion to this, though there are some dangers. There is, I believe, the very 
real danger that such a formulation leads us to think of reason and faith 
as parallel activities which lead to the same kind of result, that is to say, 
propositions about man or the universe or whatever it may be; and this 
is too intellectualized a view of faith, for although we have not yet studied 
the structure of faith in any detail, we have perhaps seen enough to sug¬ 
gest strongly that faith is not a merely cognitive activity but an attitude 
of the whole self. As such, it is more than belief, though undoubtedly it 
implies some beliefs. But since these beliefs are rooted in a total existential 
attitude, they have a different character from beliefs that we reach by 
rational deduction. An associated danger is one that we have noted al- 
ready when discussing theology’s relation to philosophy, namely, that 
everything gets subordinated to an all-embracing rationalistic metaphysic. 

Because of such dangers, it is possible to understand why some theo¬ 
logians have always been so zealous to uphold the autonomy of faith that 
they have gone much too far in depreciating reason, though we have 
seen that they can hardly deny some role to reason, even if only an an¬ 
cillary one. 

As against extreme positions that seem to allow either too much or too 
little to reason, I indicated that this book will adhere to the ideal of a 
reasonable faith, that is to say, one which is not indeed purely rational, 
in the sense that it could be demonstrated by reason—for faith, as already 
indicated, is more broadly based—but one which has exposed itself to the 
scrutiny and testing of critical and corrective reason and has survived. 
Faith will not be subordinated to reason or regarded as simply an enlarge¬ 
ment of reason; it must be shown to be compatible with reason and per¬ 
haps even supported by reason. To show this belongs to the function of 
philosophical theology. 

When philosophical theology was mentioned as the first major division 
of systematic theology, it was said that this philosophical theology would 
correspond roughly to the natural theology which formed the initial part 
of many older systems. Natural theology provided the traditional way of 
formulating the relation between faith and reason. This suggests that in 
order to develop the philosophical theology which will be the theme of 
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the next few chapters, a good point of departure would be a brief con¬ 
sideration of the traditional natural theology. We shall then be able to see 
how the philosophical theology to be presented in this book preserves 
some continuity with the old style natural theology, though departing 
from it in some major respects. 

There is nowadays considerable discussion about what exactly the tradi¬ 
tional natural theology was trying to do. We shall come back to this point 
shortly. Here we simply note what natural theology is commonly supposed 
to do, and that is to supply rational proof of the reality of those matters 
with which theology deals. It allowed theological discourse to get started, 
so to speak . Beginning from universally accepted premises, it sought to 
establish some basic truths, such as that God exists, that he is beneficent, 
that the soul is immortal, and perhaps some other matters. This provided 
a basis on which revealed theology could take over and lead into a fuller 
understanding of these matters—for instance, while natural theology 
might show that God is, and that he is beneficent, only revealed theology 
could go on to expound his triune nature. 

Within natural theology, it is important to distinguish the kind of 
argument that proceeds in terms of rational concepts alone and the kind 
which sets out from the facts of common experience. The first type of 
argument is represented by the ontological proof of God’s existence, as 
stated by St. Anselm, 1 Descartes, 2 and others; and something like an on¬ 
tological argument for the immortality of the soul is put forward by Plato 
when he argues that since it is the very nature of the soul to be the life- 
giving principle, the notion of a dead soul is self-contradictory. 3 Argu¬ 
ments of this kind carry rationalism to its furthest lengths, though perhaps 
in doing so they defeat themselves. The ontological argument for God’s 
existence assumes that we have the concept of a perfect being, that exis¬ 
tence is an essential constituent of this idea of perfection, and hence that 
we can proceed from the idea of such a being to the assertion of the 
being’s reality. 

Somewhat more modest than these a priori arguments are the ones 
which begin from our experience of the world and seek to argue from 
certain features of this experience to the existence of God. The classic 
statement of these a posteriori arguments is given by St. Thomas, 4 and 
perhaps this is natural theology proper, as distinct from the purely rational 


1 Proslogiuni, II—IV. 

2 Meditations, V. 

Phaedo, 100-106. 

4 Sunmm Theologiae, la, 2, 3. 
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theology of the ontological proof. St. Thomas’ “five ways” have been 
developed along two major lines, the cosmological argument which tries 
to argue back from the finite and dependent status of everything in the 
world to a self-subsistent Ground from which everything proceeds, and 
the teleological argument which claims to find evidences of a wise and 
purposeful creative Intelligence in the ordering and arrangements of the 
world. These arguments have at least the advantage of beginning from 
concrete empirical facts that are open to observation rather than from 
abstract ideas, though whether they are any more successful we need not 
judge for the moment. 

We do see, however, that natural theology played a very useful and 
perhaps even indispensable part in the whole theological enterprise. It 
linked the theologian’s world with the world of ordinary experience, or, 
to put the same thing in another way, it showed the connection between 
theological discourse and everyday discourse. It provided a foundation for 
theology, and this should not be despised. Moreover, if it could indeed 
be shown that there is a God, that he is beneficent, and that man has an 
immortal destiny, then one would think it almost highly probable that this 
God would reveal himself more fully, and so revealed theology gets a 
flying start; whereas if natural theology is wiped out, revealed theology 
is left as a very odd and isolated phenomenon, and the probability that it 
is mere illusion becomes vastly increased. The trouble is that natural the¬ 
ology has been pretty nearly wiped out, and its present sorry plight will 
be the theme of our next section. 


8 . PHILOSOPHICAL CRITICISMS OF NATURAL THEOLOGY 
For a long time now the carefully constructed fabric of natural theology 
has been under heavy fire, and it is perhaps not an exaggeration to de¬ 
scribe its present state as ruinous. Few philosophers believe any more that 
the existence of God, or whatever else may be required as a basis for 
theology, can be rationally demonstrated. Many theologians have come 
to share this view. 

We do not propose to offer here a detailed philosophical discussion of 
the classical proofs of the existence of God. There are already many 
such discussions/’ Since the time of Hume and Kant, the traditional argu- 

5 Recent philosophical criticisms of the proofs can be found in H. J. Paton, The 
Modern Predicament, pp. 174-221; R. W. Hepburn, Christianity and Paradox, 
pp. 155-185; John Hick, Philosophy of Religion, pp. 15-30. 


The Tasks of Philosophical Theology I 47 


ments have been subjected to critical scrutiny, and many defects and 
weaknesses have been exposed. In turn, however, new and more subtle 
statements of the arguments have been devised. It would be impossible to 
follow out the many variations and ramifications of the arguments, and 
we must be content with a brief consideration of what I take to be the 
decisive points. 

The ontological argument for God’s existence is better called “rational 
theology” than “natural theology,” for it depends solely on the analysis 
of concepts. We believe God to be, in St. Anselm’s famous phrase in the 
treatise cited above, “something than which nothing greater can be 
thought.” But, it is argued, if God had his being only in our thought, then 
we could think of something greater or more excellent, namely, this same 
being existing in reality. Thus the very concept of God, when defined 
as Anselm defines it, appears to entail his existence. Alternatively, it is 
argued that existence belongs necessarily to the very concept of God, just 
as three-sidedness belongs to the concept of a triangle. 

The decisive objection to the argument was put forward by Kant c 
when he pointed out that existence or being is not a predicate describing 
the characteristics of something. To claim that something exists is not to 
ascribe to it a property like three-sidedness,~But to posit it as something 
reairinci den tally, the point tha^being is not a property will prove to be 
"Important in our later discussion of being and God. 

Turning from rational theology to natural theology proper, we con¬ 
sider first the cosmological proof of God’s existence. The argument be¬ 
gins from the fact that everything in the world seems to call for explana¬ 
tion in terms of something else, and concludes that the world itself has to 
be explained in terms of God. It is said, for instance, that everything has a 
cause, but as we trace back the chain of causes, we cannot go on for 
ever, and must eventually come to a first cause which is itself uncaused or 
the cause of itself, and this is at least part of what we mean by “God.” 
Alternatively, it is said that whatever we observe exists only contingently; 
it might not have been, or it might have been otherwise. But it is claimed 
that nothing at all could exist contingently unless there was something that 
existed necessarily, and this necessary being is what we call “God.” 

These arguments raise many difficulties. If. the first cause is of the 
same order as the subsequent causes, why should it be called “God”? On 
the other hand, if it is of a different order, does not the whole argument 


0 Critique of Pure Reason, B 626. 
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from causation lose its force? Again, while we may agree that everything 
in the universe seems to exist contingently and to call for explanation, is 
this true of the universe itself? But the most thoroughgoing rejection of 
the argument has come in recent times from those philosophers of radical 
finitude such as Nietzsche and Camus. They see no reason for denying 
that the universe just is an endless conglomeration of contingent beings 
and events, with neither beginning nor end nor center. 

That brings us to the teleological arguments for the existence of God. 
These hold that there is in fact evidence of purpose, intelligence, and even 
benevolence in the way the universe is ordered. David Hume acknowl¬ 
edged that the “argument from design,” as it was called, was the strongest 
argument of all for the existence of God; and so it must have seemed, as 
its proponents pointed to the suitability of the earth for life, the regular¬ 
ity of the heavens, the remarkable adaptations of plants and animals. 

But it was Hume who made one of the most telling criticisms when he 
pointed out that the universe is more like an organism than an artifact— 
that is to say, that the principle of order seems to be immanent in nature 
itself rather than derived from a designer. 7 Since his time, the adv ance of 
the natural sciences has shattered some of the most cherished evidences of 
design. Not divine purpose, but random mutations and natural selection 
appear to be the agencies that have brought about the adaptations of 
living things to the multitude of environments. And the whole process 
seems to have been one of trial and error, confirming Hume’s speculation 
that “many worlds might have been botched and bungled throughout an 
eternity ere this system was struck out, much labor lost, many fruitless 
trials made.” 8 

When one considers the philosophical criticisms briefly set out in the 
last few paragraphs, then my remark that the state of natural theology is 
ruinous seems to be confirmed. Of course, if the arguments for theism 
seem to be in disarray, this does not mean that atheism has triumphed. The 
proofs have failed, but so have any attempted disproofs. Furthermore, 
"valiant efforts have been made and are still being made 9 to reformulate 
the arguments in ways that might avoid some of the defects of the older 

7 Dialogues Concerning Natural Religioti, pt. VI. 

8 Op. cit ., pt. XII. 

°For the ontological argument, sec Charles Hartshornc, The Logic of Perfection; for 
the cosmological argument, Austin Farrcr, Finite and Infinite, and E. L. Alascall, 
He Who Is; for the teleological argument, in conjunction with other arguments, 
F. R. Tennant, Philosophical Theology, and Pierre Teilhard dc Chardin, The 
Phenomenon of Man. 
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versions. But even those who have been most successful in restating the 
arguments usually make it clear that they do not claim for them the 
cogency of proofs, and that the conclusions to which the arguments point 
fall far short of the full content of religious faith. Nevertheless, there re¬ 
mains some value in the arguments. The ontological argument shows that 
an idea of God or perfect being is somehow native to the human mind, 
so that man has, in Schleiermacher’s expression, a “sense and taste for the 
infinite.” 10 The cosmological argument articulates an awareness of the 
mystery of existence and proceeds from what E. L. Mascall has called 
“the capacity for contemplative wondering.” 11 The teleological argument 
draws our attention to the amazingly complex structure of the universe 
and its potentialities for bringing forth living and even personal beings; 
and Hume’s point about the immanence of these potentialities in nature, 
made at a time when God was conceived in starkly transcendent terms, 
seems less important in a time when we have to some extent recovered a 
sense of God’s closeness to the world. 

Thus, even if the proofs fail as proofs, they may retain enough residual 
value as to form a cumulative argument for the reasonableness of belief 
in God. “What has been taken as a series of failures when treated as at¬ 
tempts at purely deductive or inductive argument,” writes Basil Mitchell, 
“could well be better understood as contributions to a cumulative case.” 12 


9 . THEOLOGICAL CRITICISMS OF NATURAL THEOLOGY 
I have passed quickly over the philosophical criticisms of the traditional 
natural theology, but it is right that I should spend more time over the 
theological criticisms of it. For theologians as well as philosophers have 
largely turned away from natural theology. Some theologians have done 
this joyfully, others reluctantly, but for the most part they have done it 
not only because they have been impressed by the damaging criticisms of 
the philosophers but also because there are grave theological objections 
to some elements in natural theology, or at least in natural theology as this 
has come to be commonly understood. 

One theological objection that has been urged from Calvin to Barth (_^A 
ought, I believe, to be firmly rejected, and I will begin with it in order 
to get it out of the way. This is the objection that man’s fallen or sinful 


10 On Religion, p. 39. 

11 The Openness of Being, p. 141. 

12 The Justification of Religious Belief, p. 39. 
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condition has stripped him of “sound intelligence” as well as of moral 
integrity and that his corruption extends to the intellect as well as tojihe 
will. 13 Hence even if there were some way by which our minds co uld 
attain to the knowledge of God from the evidence accessible within the 
world, we would be unable to get through to this knowledge, for our 
very reasoning is so perverted that we would fall into error and arrive at 
an idea of God so false and distorted that we could not be said to have 
any knowledge of him at all. There is of course a measure of truth in this 
point of view. We do have a tendency to believe whatever fits in with 
our wishes and ambitions and whatever will gratify our own ego. Calvin 
and Barth can get support here too from psychological theory, though 
in the end this support would react against their own position, for Freud / 
and those who follow him tell us that all our ideas of God, whether they 
are supposedly “natural” or “revealed,” are illusions to which our minds 
are led by the desire to shelter ourselves from the harshness of rea lity. 
But to hold that our intellect is so perverted that we just cannot think 
straight is to fall into a skepticism - so bottomless that further discussion 
becomes pointless. The Calvinist believes that he himself, as one of the 
elect, has been rescued from this sea of error and that his mind has been 
enlightened by the Holy Spirit. However much he may insist that this is 
God’s doing and not his own, his claim is nevertheless one of the most 
arrogant that has ever been made. It is this kind of thing that has rightly 
earned for theology the contempt of serious men. Actually, everyone 
knows that thinking can be easily distorted by selfish and unworthy de¬ 
sires—the masters of propaganda know this only too well. But even to 
know that this happens is already to be struggling against it. There need 
not be a skeptical resignation of the possibility of trustworthy thinking 
(this would be a kind of intellectual suicide); rather, there needs to be 
an effort to think more strictly and more rationally. In the case of natural 
theology, then, the objection that points to the perversion of our reason¬ 
ing as an insuperable obstacle is one that cannot be sustained. It does 
indeed alert us to dangers, and the history of religion affords plenty of 
instances of the distortion of the knowledge of God. But to make this the 
whole story is a one-sided exaggeration that must be resisted. 

A much more convincing theological objection to the traditional 
natural theology takes its stand on the finitude of our human existence. 
Finitude and sin are certainly related and they often get confused; later 


1 3 Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, II, Hi. 
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we shall have to clarify the distinction between them, and more than once 
we shall find this distinction to be of importance. For the present, how¬ 
ever, let us notice that contemporary theology probably reckons more 
seriously with the finitude of human existence than many theologies of 
the past have done, and this may reflect the similar emphasis on finitude in 
much of our contemporary philosophy. Thus theologians who would not 
go along with Calvin in rejecting natural theology on the ground that 
man’s intellect is fallen may very well reject it on the ground that it tries 
to do something that is incompatible with man’s finitude. To be_ finite is 
_ to live in risk and uncertainty, and that this is our life is clear to us from 
everyday experiences in which we have to commit ourselves to policies 
of action without complete knowledge of all the relevant circumstances 
and still less of all the consequences that will flow from the action. Our life 
in this world is not one that can be based only upon the certitude of knowl¬ 
edge—the man who tries to live this way, without risk, never really lives 
at all—but one that must go out in faith. This is true about the understand¬ 
ing of our life as a whole—we see it only from our own limited standpoint 
and cannot know the ultimate truth about it. Thus to demand the guaran¬ 
teed certitude of rational demonstration (that there is a God, that God is 
good, that the soul is immortal, and so on) is to refuse to acknowledge 
one’s own finitude, or to refuse to accept oneself. As St. Paul reminds us, 
we do not see “face to face,” but “in a mirror dimly.” 14 Of course, as has 
been urged several times alreadv, our faith must be a reasonable faith that 
takes into account all relevant factors, one that submits itself to the scru¬ 
tiny of the critical reason; and this point has been reinforced by the refusal 
to reject natural theology on the grounds that reason is corrupted. But we 
must still recognize that man’s life in via proceeds on the basis of faith, 
not of demonstrable certainty, so that the attempt to provide a rational 
demonstration is open to the objection that it attempts to escape from the 
radical finitude and risk of an existence such as ours. 

Another theological objection to natural theology in the old style 
questions the propriety of talking about God within the terms that are 
available in a deductive argument. This theological objection is perhaps 
the counterpart of the philosophical objection that questions the logic of 
a move from the empirical to the allegedly transempirieal. In any case, the 
theological objection makes, like Pascal, a sharp distinction between the 
God of religious faith and the God of the philosophers. The God whols— 


14 I Cor. 13:12. 






J 2 [part one: philosophical theology 

the conclusion of an argument, we are told, is not the God who is wor¬ 
shipped in religion. A God whose existence is deduced from the existence 
of the objects we perceive within the world, it is felt, must be regarded 
himself as another object, or a God who is posited as a hypothesis to 
account for the observed phenomena must be considered as himself part 
of the phenomenal nexus. Champions of natural theology protest against 
sOcHcriticisms. They deny that God is treated like an object or manipu¬ 
lated like a hypothesis in the theistic proofs. Jacques Maritain, for instance, 
claims that the five ways of St. Thomas, so far from attempting to grasp 
God with the intellect or to subject him to it, “make God known only by 
kneeling before him.” 15 At the same time, however, he claims that the 
arguments really are proofs or demonstrations. There would seem to be 
some disagreement among Roman Catholic scholars about the precise 
nature of the arguments. Karl Adam holds with Maritain that the theistic 
proofs are different from any “profane inquiry” and have a specific “men¬ 
tal attitude” characterized by reverence and humility. 16 On the other 
hand, we find Etienne Gilson saying that natural theology belongs “to the 
order of the things that are of this world and are, in the proper accepta¬ 
tion of the word, profane.” 17 Now the difference between the two points 
of view seems to be an important one. If we accept the view that the 
arguments proceed in a spirit of reverence and admiration, then this may 
overcome the objection that God is being treated like another object, but 
it makes it hard to see how we can still talk of “proof” or “demonstra¬ 
tion.” If there is a “specific difference” between the procedure of natural 
theology and that of a “profane” demonstration, the logician will want to 
know just what this difference is and whether it is such a difference that 
we cannot properly talk of “proof” or “demonstration" in the case of 
natural theology. On the other hand, if we accept the view that the theistic 
proofs are nowise different from “profane” argumentation, how can it be 
denied that God is indeed treated as an object or a hypothesis? And how, 
in turn, can it be denied that this infringes his transcendence? 

We shall return to the question of how precisely the arguments of 
natural theology are to be taken, but meantime let us notice one further 
theological objection to the old style natural theology—an objection 
which underlies all the others. The objection is, that in our knowledge 
of God, the initiative lies with God. He makes himself known to us, so 

15 The Degrees of Knowledge, p. 225. 

10 The Spirit of Catholicism, p. 54. 
i* The Spirit of Thomism, p. 23. 
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that the movement is from his side to us, not from our side to him. Natural 
theology, in opposition to this, seeks to find a way from man to God. 

“This objection has, I believe, been very much exaggerated by some 
Protestant theologians, yet there is an important truth in it. It becomes 
exaggerated when the distance between God and man has been made so 
great that man becomes the purely passive recipient of the knowledge of 
God, and there is no room left for reciprocity or appropriation. It is 
exaggerated to the point of depressing man below the level of rational, 
responsible, personal being. Nevertheless, such exaggerations aside, it 
seems clear that our knowledge of God could never be like our knowledge 
of some fact in the world. Our knowledge of facts in the world is gained 
by our own active discovery of them, but since God is himself the su¬ 
premely active principle, he does not await our discovery but presents 
and manifests himself in an active manner. More will have to be said about 
this also, but if we think of God as active and taking the initiative in 
making himself known, the boundaries between the “natural” and the 
“revealed” knowledge of God become blurred. 

The stress laid by Barth and other theologians on God’s initiative in 
any knowledge of himself is correct and justified as a protest against the 
idea that God can be discovered like a fact of nature, and as an assertion 
that he gives the knowledge of himself; but the position of these theo¬ 
logians becomes distorted when they try to narrow the knowledge of 
God to a single self-revealing act on his part (the biblical or Christian 
revelation), and as against them at this point, the traditional natural 
theology was correct and justified in claiming a wider and indeed uni¬ 
versal possibility for knowing God. There are objections to the expres¬ 
sion “general revelation” because of its abstractness. The knowledge of 
God comes always in particular concrete revelations. However, the notion 
of “general revelation” is justified in so far as it seeks to express the claims 
both of “natural” and “revealed” theology, and in so far as it is under¬ 
stood not as a body of highly abstract truth common to all particular 
revelations but rather the universal possibility of revelation, which is in 
turn the condition that there may be any particular occasions of revelation 
whatsoever. The structure of such a general possibility of revelation will 
be expounded later. 

We have seen then how the old style natural theology has sustained 
some shattering blows. The philosophers have found it to be in various 
ways logically defective, while many theologians have claimed that from 
the point of view of Christian faith, it conflicts both with the recognition 
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of man’s finitude and the acknowledgment of God’s transcendence. Yet 
we were not persuaded by some of the more extravagant railings against 
|natural theology. Let it be agreed that it does not demonstrate the reality 
v of God, immortality, and whatever else was supposed to be implied in the 
basic presuppositions of theology. Does this mean that we can just a ban- 
don all natural theology, and content ourselves with revealed theology 
alone? Many theologians take this point of view, but it seems to me that 
they are in a very unenviable position. They have been left with aT revela^ 
tion which, now that the old support of natural theology has been pulIecT 
out, is left suspended in mid air, so to speak, as an arbitrary and isol atecT 
phenomenon. Let us remind ourselves that apart from what it tried to 
prove, the old style natural theology acted as a bridge between our ordi¬ 
nary everyday knowledge and experience of the world, and that knowl¬ 
edge which is the content of faith and which is made explicit in theology. 
This particular bridge is now shaky or even collapsed, but some bridge 
there must be if our ideal of a reasonable faith is to be attained and if 
theology is to have solid intellectual foundations. Otherwise it can be only 
an isolated segment, with no protection against illusion and superstition. 

In this situation we have to consider how there may be constructed 
a philosophical theology which will take over some of the basic functions 
of the old style natural theology but will try to avoid its weaknesses. Such 
a philosophical theology might be called a “new style natural theology. ’ 
Actually this name might be misleading in so far as it would suggest too 
close a connection with what has traditionally been called “natural the¬ 
ology,” but on the other hand it would make clear both our recognition 
that there was something of indispensable importance in natural theology, 
and our unflagging opposition to those who go to the extreme length of 
recklessly rejecting all natural theology and rely on a supposedly revealed 
theology alone. 


10. PRINCIPLES OF A PHILOSOPHICAL THEOLOGY 
OR NEW STYLE NATURAL THEOLOGY 
Many contemporary writers have suggested that we should try to un¬ 
derstand the traditional natural theology, especially its theisuc proofs, in 
a new way. They point out, for instance, that the “five ways of St. 
Thomas appear in the context of a whole theological system, and that it is 
wrono- to lift them out and treat them in isolation. Instead of going to 
them cold, as it were, and asking whether they are cogent demonstrations 
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from premises universally acceptable among rational men, we should try 
to place them in the context of medieval debate; not least, we should re¬ 
member that St. Thomas may well have had in mind those theologians 
who, then as now, were distrustful of reason and philosophy, and who 
would not seek to establish any accord between these and faith. 18 Once~- 
we begin to consider the theistic proofs in relation to the situations that 
"called them forth, we see that in every case the person offering the proof 
had already been himself convinced of God’s reality on grounds quite 
other than those mentioned in the proof; we see also that the proof arises 
from his subsequent meditation upon his conviction, perhaps in order to" 
meet the objections of skeptics, perhaps to allay his own doubtings, or to 
raise his convictions to the status of reasonable faith, or to demonstrate the 
compatibility of faith and reason. It is rather like the procedure outlined 
by John Wisdom in his well-known essay, “Gods,” 19 where the theist 
goes over the details of his world, tracing and emphasizing patterns and 
connections that support his conviction, and presumably also trying to 
explain the gaps and recalcitrant facts that count against his belief. The 
very conviction from which he begins perhaps causes him to notice con¬ 
nections that would not otherwise have been noted, or to be painfully 
aware at other points of a seeming lack of connections. In the long run, 
the picture must be acknowledged to be ambiguous, in the sense that no 
finally conclusive proof in support of his conviction can be offered by the 
theist or, for that matter, by the atheist who has been calling attention to 
other elements in the picture. Yet it has been important that the theist has 
exposed his conviction to a confrontation with the observable facts of our 
world, and has shown that it is at least not incompatible with them. 

We are, however, left with the question about where the conviction 
came from in the first place. If it was not produced by the argument, but 
was already there before the argument so that this argument only served 
to clarify or confirm the conviction, then what are we to say of the con¬ 
viction? Are we perhaps to turn to psychology and trace the natural 
history of the conviction in terms of irrational demands and wishes that 
lie deep within us, so that we would then see the arguments as only 
attempted rationalizations of a fantasy-created wish-world? Or are we to 
push back the inquiry into the fundamental ways in which we come to 
know anything, and try to elucidate the basic structures and patterns of 
experience that might seem to offer valid credentials for a religious con- 



18 See Edward Sillem, Ways of Thinking about God, pp. ji, 97. 

19 Philosophy and Psychoanalysis, pp. i49ff. 
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viction? Even if we did these things, would we still be faced with a 
radically ambiguous situation? From the stress already laid on human 
finitudc, wc may suspect that there will be no escape from ambiguity into 
a certain conclusive understanding of the world. Yet we could at least 
strive toward ascertaining the conditions that would have to obtain if a 
religious conviction were to be valid, so that we could judge how reason¬ 
able or unreasonable such a conviction is, or how big and how risky the 
leap of faith may be. 

The philosophical theology envisaged in this book would therefore 
be more fundamental than the old style natural theology, in so far as it 
would press back beyond the traditional arguments to examine the con¬ 
viction that lay behind them. It would also have a different method, for 
it would be descriptive instead of deductive. This is entirely in line with 
what was said above 20 about the place of phenomenology in theological 
method. This descriptive type of philosophical or natural theology docs 
not prove anything, but it lets us see, for it brings out into the light the 
basic situation in which faith is rooted, so that we can then see what its 
claims are. Incidentally, it may well be that this kind of procedure will 
be far more effective as an apologetic than the old attempts to demonstrate 
by rational argument. It is not likely that too many people have become 
Christians through the abstract and theoretical considerations adduced by 
the traditional arguments, but if we proceed by way of description rather 
than demonstration, we are asking the person addressed to look with us 
at the phenomena. There is a measure of participation here which is more 
likely than an abstract argument to lead into a genuine understanding of 
a religious faith, for this latter is never in any case a merely theoretical 
belief. 

A further point about the new style natural theology has already be¬ 
come apparent in these remarks—this approach is existential rather than 
rationalistic. It may well be, of course, that the word “rational” had much 
wider connotations in the Middles Ages than it has now so that, as we 
have already seen suggested, 21 St. Thomas went about the formulation of 
the “five ways” in a spirit of humility and reverence that was not just an 
accompaniment of the enterprise but an integral element in it. But nowa¬ 
days we think of rationalism in a fairly narrow sense, as the abstract 
theoretical operation of the intellect, with mathematics as the paradig¬ 
matic case. This purely abstract kind of thinking misses some of the di- 

20 See above, pp. 34-36. 

21 Sec above, p. 52. 
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mensions of our human experience; but these, as we shall see, are not just 
to be dismissed as emotive. There is a broader understanding than that 
which belongs to the purely theoretical reason, and it is this broader un¬ 
derstanding, arising out of the whole range of our existence in the world, 
that can alone help us to penetrate into the meaning of religious faith. 

So far, attention has been drawn to three differences between the 
new style philosophical theology and the old style natural theology, 
namely, that the former is more fundamental in going to the very sources 
of religious conviction, that it is descriptive in its method rather than 
deductive, and that it is existential rather than rational. But are these dif¬ 
ferences not so great that it is misleading to think of this philosophical 
theology as continuing the work once done by natural theology, and still 
more misleading to talk, as we have sometimes done, of a “new style 
natural theology”? It is true that the differences are very marked. The 
first of the three mentioned means the virtual abandonment of the old 
distinction between “natural” and “revealed” knowledge of God, for the 
appeal is going to be to a general possibility of revelation (this expression 
is to be preferred to “general revelation”) rather than to a “second route” 
to God, such as a speculative metaphysic, that would stand alongside his 
self-manifestation; though it should be clear from what has already been 
said that there is no desire to rule out rational reflection as a way of testing 
or even confirming what has been given in revelatory experience. The 
second and third differences mentioned mean the abandonment of any 
attempt at a “profane” science of God, if this means a purely rationalistic 
and theoretical approach, though here we have already noticed that some 
acute Catholic commentators deny that natural theology was ever in¬ 
tended to be taken as a profane inquiry. 

Yet in spite of these differences, the philosophical theology to be de¬ 
veloped here will perform the same basic function as the old natural 
theology. It will provide a bridge between our everyday thinking and 
experience and the matters about which the theologian talks: it will relate 
religious discourse to all the other areas of discourse. It will do this by 
setting out from ordinary situations that can be described in secular lan¬ 
guage, and will seek to move from them into the situations of the life of 
faith. In the course of these descriptions, distinctively religious words 
such as “God,” “sin,” “revelation,” “faith,” will be given their meanings. 
It is true that we have already used all of these words, and this was neces¬ 
sary if we w r ere to get started at all. Their meanings have up till now been 
indicated only in a provisional way, if at all, but an important task of 
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philosophical theology will be to show how these words find their places 
on the map of meaning, so to speak, and this will be done by a procedure 
of description that starts off from familiar and universally known situa¬ 
tions—just as the traditional natural theology tried to make its beginning 
from premises accepted by all reasonable persons. 

The starting point of philosophical theology is man himself, the com¬ 
mon humanity that is known to each of us men existing in the world. This 
analysis of our own existence will draw attention especially to those 
structures and experiences which lie at the root of religion and of the 
life of faith. An attempt will be made to describe the revelatory situation 
and to determine what we mean when we talk of “God.” Something will 
be said here too about the modes of thinking and knowing. An attempt 
will then be made to offer an analysis of theological language and to show 
what is its basic logic and how it “makes sense.” Since these considerations 
are all of a general nature, and investigate the universal conditions that 
make any religion or theology whatsoever possible, something must finally 
be said about the general possibility of revelation in relation to particular 
occasions of revelation, and so the way will be prepared from founda¬ 
tional philosophical theology into the special symbolic theology of the 
Christian faith. 

These themes will occupy the remaining chapters of the part of this 
work devoted to philosophical theology. 


3 


Human Existence 


n. HUMAN EXISTENCE AND ITS POLARITIES 
We turn to man, for it is man who lives in faith (or without faith) and it 
is man who pursues theology as the explication of faith, so that if we are 
to reach any understanding of the foundations of faith and theology, it 
might seem that we must seek it through a study of man, in whom alone 
(so far as we know) the phenomena of faith and theology show them¬ 
selves. Moreover, since both the man of faith and the man without faith 
have in common their humanity, it would seem that any attempt to say 
what faith is and to present its claims as not just arbitrary must proceed 
from the common ground of a shared humanity, so that faith can be seen 
as something that is rooted in the very constitution of our human exis¬ 
tence, and the centrality of its claim be seen at the same time. 

But how are we to know what man is—or, to express it more con¬ 
cretely, who we are? From the earliest times, men have indeed sought to 
know themselves, but they have acknowledged that this is very difficult. 
True self-knowledge would seem to be the hardest knowledge to acquire. 
It should be the easiest, for nothing is closer to man than himself; yet 
because of this very closeness, such knowledge can never be a matter of 
indifference or an abstract theoretical knowledge, and so what is closest 
in existence may be furthest in understanding. In modern times we seem 
to be as far as ever from an agreed understanding of what man is or who 
we are, and the great conflicting ideologies of our time reflect different 
understandings of what constitutes a genuinely human existence—the 
understandings that we find in humanism or Christianity or Marxism or 
Buddhism or in plain unsophisticated and unthinking hedonism. 

In face of these conflicting views, we can only try to follow the 
phenomenological method, that is to say, to put aside so far as we can 
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presuppositions and interpretations, so that we are confronted with the 
phenomena of human existence as they show themselves; and when we 
have tried to expose ourselves honestly to the phenomena, and to describe 
them as they give themselves, being especially careful not to omit what 
we may not want to see, then we can turn to the problem of interpreta¬ 
tion. Yet even the task of description here is fraught with possibilities of 
error. Human existence is not only variable, it is also ambiguous and polar, 
so that even what professes to be only description of the phenomena is 
in danger of becoming one-sided. 

A starting point is afforded by the question of what differentiates man 
from other beings in the world. The existentialists answer this question 
in terms of man’s “existence,” where the term “existence” is understood 
not in its traditional sense as whatever may be found occurring in the 
world, but rather in its root sense of “standing out.” In the traditional 
sense, men, cats, trees, and rocks all alike exist; but in the more restricted 
sense, while men, cats, trees, and rocks all are, only man is said to exist. 
Of course, so long as we merely say that “existing” is to be understood 
as “standing out,” then to say that existence is what differentiates man 
from other beings in the world seems to be little more than a tautology. 
We have at once to ask how man stands out. 

Men, cats, trees, rocks all are; they have being, we come across them 
in the world. But so far as we know, only man is open to his being, in the 
sense that he not only is, but is aware that he is, and aware too, in some 
degree, of nhat he is. He has his being disclosed to tlimTand this disclosure, 
as will be shown, comes not only in understanding but also over the whole 
range of his affective and conative existing in a world. The expression “in 
a world” is to be noted. It is not man’s inner life that is disclosed to him in 
some kind of subjective introspection, but his life as already involved in a 
world of things and persons; without some world, there could not be an 
existence such as man’s. If the word “existence” then points to the charac¬ 
teristics of human life just mentioned, the denial of “existence,” in the 
special sense defined, to rocks, trees, and the like is clear. It has of course 
nothing whatever to do with an “idealist” point of view or with the 
assertion that the mental has more reality than the physical. A rock, or any 
other inanimate object, does not exist only in the sense that it does not 
have its being disclosed to it. It is just as certainly as we are, but its mode 
of being is different. Cats presumably come somewhere between rocks and 
men, but even they do not exist as we exist, and this will become clearer 
as the notion of existence gets filled out in the analysis. In a paradoxical 
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way, while man in modern times has become more than ever conscious of 
his kinship with the lower animals and with all nature, of which he can be 
for certain purposes regarded as a part, at the same time he has become 
more than ever conscious of the gulf that separates him from nature. The 
same science that has brought to light man’s animal origins has also secu¬ 
larized nature and divested it of every vestige of animism, so that whereas 
primitive man projected his thoughts and feelings upon the world around 
him and supposed natural forces to be motivated by a life like his own, the 
man of modern times understands the processes of nature to be alien and 
indifferent"to Him. Some philosophers seem not far removed from a thor¬ 
oughgoing dualism, in which man’s existence (history) stands in the 
sharpest opposition to cosmic process (nature). 

Let us try to clarify further what is meant by “existence.” This has 
already been characterized as a mode of being in which the existent has 
~Its being disclosed to it. Such disclosure is not just the passive receiving of 
an impression. The existent is concerned with the existence that is disclosed 
and beco mes, within limits, responsible for it. Man’s unique status in nature 
arises from the fact that in him the evolutionary process has for the first 
time (at least, on earth) become transparent to itself and capable to some 
extent of self-direction. This peculiarity of existence may be expressed in 
another way, by saying that man has a(rel ation :o himself. We continually 
use such expressions as “I hated myself for doing it,” or “I feel pleased 
with myself,” or even “I was not myself when I said that,” and we under¬ 
stand well enough what is meant by these expressions, yet if we think 
about them, we see that they are something of a puzzle. Just who is the 
“I” that is distinguished from “myself”? What complex structure of exis¬ 
tence do we have to envisage to explain this language? Something will 
need to be said later about how we arc to understand selfhood, but for the 
moment it will be enough to make two points that follow from the con¬ 
ception of existence as the existent’s responsible relation to himself. The 
first point is that selfhood is not ready-made, so to speak, but is always on 
its way, and always incomplete at any given moment. Objects in nature 
have their properties given to them, but what is “given” to man is an 
existence that stands before different possibilities of being, and among 
these it must responsibly discriminate. This brings us to a further point. 
Because selfhood is not a ready-made “nature,” or collection of properties, 
bu t a potentiality that has to be responsibly actualized, man can either 
attain to authentic selfhood or miss it, and so fall below the kind of being 
that can properly be called “existence” in the fullest sense. 
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What we have here called “existence,” following the terminolog y o f 
the existentialist philosophers, is the same phenomenon that other modern 
philosophers call the “transcendence” of man. In some respects this no¬ 
tion of “transcendence” better expresses the dynamic character of man’s 
being—it is his very nature to be always transcending or passing beyond 
any given stage of his condition. Also the traditional word “spirit” ex¬ 
pressed something of the same idea, for it was the endowment with spirit 
that allowed man to be creative and responsible and to rise above the 
lower levels of life. But whether we speak of existence, transcendence, 
or spirit, we have in mind humanity as an unfinished, open kind of being, 
moving into possibilities that have still to be unfolded. 

While the concept of “existence” differentiates man’s being from the 
being that belongs to objects in nature, and so sets up a certain tension be¬ 
tween man and nature, further analysis of what is involved in “existence” 
reveals that existence itself contains tensions or polarities, and that the 
opposition between existence and nature is paralleled by oppositions within 
existence itself—some of them so sharp that man, as the bearer of such 
existence, is almost torn apart by them. 

Among the polarities of existence, we may notice first that of possi¬ 
bility and facticity. The provisional exposition given above of the idea of 
existence stressed man’s possibility, as the existent who stands before 
potentialities for being and for action, and who responsibly decides among 
y O them and commits himself to some definite policy. These points were 
^ stressed because the freedom and the responsibility of an existence that is 

^ not ready-made, but stands before possible ways of being, is distinctive of 

v man. However, in talking of man’s possibility, conceived as his freedom to 

. \ decide among ways of being, I was careful to use such qualifying expres¬ 

sions as “within limits” and “to some extent.” Man, it is perfectly obvious, 
never faces unrestricted possibility. He exists in a world, and his possi¬ 
bilities relate to his world and, more than that, to the particular situation 
in which he already finds himself in the world. In any situation, the area of 
freedom may be very small indeed. At the opposite pole of existence from 
possibility is facticity, and this includes all the “givens” of any particular 
existence—intelligence, race, temperament, and many other factors that 
no one chooses for himself. Environment and heredity, our place in history 
and society, these contribute so much to making us what we arc that the 
area of the possible is cut down, sometimes, it would seem, almost to 
vanishing point. Every freedom is balanced against a limitation, perhaps 
a limitation of power that prevents us from carrying out a policy, or 


i 







Human Existence I 63 

\ 

perhaps a limitation of knowledge that frustrates our intention. So exis- j 
tence is always characterized by the tension between possibility and fac- 
ticity, between man’s freedom and his manifold finitude. 

A closely related polarity is that between rational ity and irrationality. 
Rationality has often been taken as the distinguishing mark of man, so 
that he has been defined as the “rational animal.” Certainly the ability to 
judge, discriminate, sift, understand, interpret, is a striking characteristic 
of man, and I have already defended his rationality against those who 
would depreciate it. If we deny man’s rationality then there is no point in 
saying anything further, for rationality has to be assumed as the postulate 
for any discussion. Yet we must qualify man’s rationality just as much as 
his freedom. The researches of Freud in particular have made clear the 
almost frightening extent to which our lives are ruled by dark irrational 
forces. We never fully understand our own motives, and we do things 
sometimes in ignorance of why we do them, sometimes deceiving ourselves 
about why we do them. Our minds move in the light of truth, and yet at 
the same time they move in untruth, error, and deception. So again we 
find a tension set up in existence. While man’s rationality seems to afford 
a ground for the right ordering of life and for almost unlimited progress 
in improving its conditions and deepening its quality, his irrationality, as 
we know only too well, keeps breaking in and threatening to disrupt 
all order. 

A further polarity is the opposition between responsibility and im¬ 
potence. The notion of responsibility has already been mentioned. It 
belongs to the disclosedness of existence, for this is not a passive disclosed- 
ness but an opening up that demands decision. Our existence is disclosed 
by our rationality and understanding, and also, as will be shown, by some 
affective states of mind. But the mode of disclosure which has to do most 
closely with responsibility is conscience. This phenomenon is sometimes 
explained in terms of factors outside of the individual who experiences 
conscience, either in terms of a divine influence which warns or approves, 
or of social convention which has been built in, so to speak, as a superego 
and which likewise warns or approves. Both of these theories may have 
some truth in them and may account for some forms of conscience, but 
neither of them strikes the central phenomenon of conscience which, as 
the name “conscience” implies, is a kind of synoptic self-understan ding , 
the self’s own awareness of how it measures up to itself, that is to say, 
how far it is failing or succeeding in bringing to actualization its own 
potentialities for being. But it is well known that while the summons of 
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conscience may be clear enough, the will to obey this summons may be 
too weak. We recognize responsibility and even the “oughtness” of a 
situation, yet we cannot bring ourselves to do what is demanded. The 
factors of facticity, irrationality, and individuality may all be involved 
here, but impotence in the face of responsibility seems sufficiently distinc¬ 
tive to need a mention of its own. Such impotence seems to make non¬ 
sense of the moral life (where “ought” must imply “can”) and challenges 
the value of any aspiration. 

I have spoken of “polarities” and “tensions” in existence, but perhaps 
this language has been too neutral. As is well known, there are philoso¬ 
phers who would say bluntly that man’s existence, as finite possibility 
thrown into the world, is self-contradictory. Man in Sartre’s famous 
phrase is “a useless passion,” 1 for his very existence is such as to make 
nonsense of his aspirations and potentialities. And indeed, we have still to 
add the final touch to the picture—death. This existence of man, an exis¬ 
tence that is throughout subjected to the tensions between its opposing 
poles, will terminate in any case in death, and this looks like the triumph 
of finitude and negativity over whatever sparks of positive and affirmative 
being show themselves in man. An existence of contradictions, coming 
finally to nothing in death—this is an absurdity. Yet it is very hard for us 
to accept that our existence is just absurd and futile. Even philosophers 
who talk this way are soon found to be trying to get beyond it. The very 
fact that we go on living seems to testify to a deeply rooted conviction 
that existence does make sense, or can make sense. 

Nevertheless, the fact that the viability of human existence can be so 
radically put in question brings us to still another polarity, that of anxiety 
and hope. In a sense, this one sums up all the others. A life lived amid 
the tensions generated by the polarities we have described can never be 
quite free from anxiety, that is to say, from a sense of the threat of 
absurdity and negativity. On the other hand, such a life can be lived only 
on the basis of the hope that it is somehow worthwhile. Anxiety and hope 
are both moods or feelings, and wc shall have something to say about the 
role of such affective states later . 2 For the moment, it will be enough to 
claim that they are not merely subjective emotions but ways of being re¬ 
lated to our environment such that they light up its character for us. In 
Sartre’s words: “The affected subject and the affective object are bound 
in an indissoluble synthesis. Feeling is a certain wav of apprehending the 

1 Being and Nothingness, p. 615. 

- See below, pp. 86-87, 96-100. 
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world. . . . What a feeling signifies is the totality of the relationships of 
the human reality to the world.” 3 

But anxiety and hope seem to contradict one another. If they rule each 
other out, how can they tell us anything about human existence? Or is 
one of them more fundamental and disclosive than the other? It is true 
that some writers (Heidegger and Sartre are examples) seem to make 
anxiety fundamental in their phenomenological analysis, but others stress 
hope, even in the face of death. Thus Pannenberg can write: “It is in¬ 
herent in man to hope beyond death, even as it is inherent in man to know 
about his own death.” 4 Both anxiety and hope seem to be very deeply 
rooted in the being of man. Paul Ricoeur suggests that these seemingly 
contradictory moods might be understood as two ways of experiencing 
the same relation. Anxiety is the sense of the difference between the 
finite being and the mysterious totality in which he has, so it seems, an 
insignificant place; hope or joy arises from the sense of belonging to that 
totality and having some affinity with it. Ricoeur himself believes that 
the second, more affirmative kind of mood, is the more fundamental 
and significant . 5 

Both in the life of an individual and in the experience of a generation 
moods may come and go almost unpredictablv. Hope and anxiety may 
alternate almost like the perceptions of an ambiguous figure in a textbook 
of psychology. The twentieth century has seen many oscillations between 
hope and anxiety—even between a brash unthinking optimism which lacks 
the humility of true hope to an apocalyptic despair that has nothing of 
the subtlety of ontological anxiety. And there are other moods, ranging 
from what Camus called “metaphysical rebellion” to sheer boredom. Af¬ 
firmative and negative tendencies both show themselves, fundamental 
questions about the significance of human existence are raised by both, 
and it would seem that only a thoroughly dialectical interpretation can 
be adequate to the complexity of the phenomena. 

Perhaps after all it has been wise to keep to the neutral language of 
“polarities” and “tensions” rather than to rush immediately to the con¬ 
clusion that human existence is a self-contradictory absurdity. It certainly 
has an ambiguous character, and because of the finite reach of human 
understanding which sees existence only from within and from a limited 
point of view, presumably we could never conclusively resolve the ambi- 


3 The Emotions, pp. 52, 93. 

4 What Is Man?, p. 44. 

5 Fallible Man, p. 161. 
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guides. But wc cannot hastily conclude that ambiguity is to be equated 
with absurdity. Even death, in spite of its apparently utter negativity, may 
turn out to have an ambiguous character. We who find ourselves thrown 
into existence arc impelled to trv to make sense of it. By existing, we arc 
involved in the question of existence, and this question is certainly no 
speculative or theoretical one, but a question with which we are very 
much concerned and to which our very mode of existence gives an 
answer, even if only implicitly. Of course, it may be said this impulsion 
to “make sense of existence,” as I have expressed it, is just the beginning 
of wish-fantasy, a desperate subterfuge to conceal the unbearable truth 
that existence is indeed absurd. This may be the case. But at least let us 
give the matter a hearing before we make up our minds to dismiss it. For 
it cannot be denied that this quest for a sense to existence is so universal 
as to be a constituent element in existence itself; yet this quest is at the 
root of religion and faith. 


12. THE INDIVIDUAL AND SOCIETY 

There is still another polarity in human existence, but as it is of a different 
order from those considered so far, it deserves a separate and more ex¬ 
tended treatment. In all human existence there is both an individual and 
a social pole, and these are sometimes in acute tension. 

No human being exists in isolation. We have already noted that man 
exists in a world, and the world is constituted by persons as well as things. 
Any human existence constitutes itself and realizes its possibilities only in 
interaction with other human existents. According to Ludwig Feuerbach, 
“where there is no ‘thou’ there is no 1 ’ ” 6 —an insight which has been 
more fully developed in Martin Buber’s philosophy of interpersonal rela¬ 
tions. Sociality then is intrinsic to human existence; it is not just some¬ 
thing that gets added on when a number of individuals come together, as 
was supposed in, for instance, the old social contract theories. The existent 
emerges as already a social being. 

Feuerbach mentioned sexuality as one of the fundamental character¬ 
istics of human existence making it essentially a social existence. For in 
respect of his or her body, every human being is incomplete as far as the 
reproductive function is concerned, and needs a partner of the opposite 
sex. Of course, as Feuerbach was well aware, sex is much more than just 


c The Essence of Christianity, p. 92. 
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a physical or biological difference. Sexuality permeates every area of 
human existence, and this means that sociality does so too. 

Language is another basic human characteristic; indeed, it is the capacity 
for language that most decisively distinguishes mankind from the animals. 

But there are no private languages, for one function of language is to 
communicate. Thus, if to use language is essential to humanity, and if any 
language is shared by a number of interlocutors, then we have another 
evidence of the essentially social character of man. 

Perhaps even at the simplest stages of economic life, as in the hunting 
of animals, the cooperation of a group of people was necessary. Cer¬ 
tainly, as soon as economic life begins to develop any complexity, it leads / / j , ^ 
to an increasingly close interdependence among human beings, and to the 
paradox that as their functions become more and more differentiated their 
unity also is heightened for they cannot do without one another. Modern 
technological developments have brought the interdependence of all hu¬ 
man beings and groups of human beings to a level hitherto unprecedented. 

But the fact that sociality is intrinsic to human existence does not mean 
that an ideal society or a genuine community grows up automatically. 

There is another side to the human existent, and this other side is just as 
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fundamental. Every existence is unique; it is someone’s own, unrepeatable 
and irrepl aceable. Each human being looks out on the world from the 
point of view of a particular ego and constitutes, as it were, a microcosm. 
There is a privacy about each existence which cannot be quite penetrated 
even by the most sympathetic friend or companion, and which more often 
than not is veiled or perhaps even misunderstood. Within limits, at least, 
the privacy and autonomy of the individual deserve to be respected, and 
his uniqueness recognized and protected. 

But this polarity, like the others we have considered, sets up a tension 
that threatens to become destructive. Belonging in an equally primordial 
way to the very structure of existence is the need for community and an 
inescapable interdependence, together with the privacy and separateness 
of each existent, who in some regards cannot be other than lonely and 
isolated. In Reinhold Niebuhr’s words, “the community is the frustration 
as well as the realization of individual life.” 7 If individuals tend to disrupt 
community by self-seeking, societies tend to oppress individuals through 
collective egoism and institutional injustice. 

When we ask about “making sense”'of human existence, “fulfilling” its 


7 The Nature and Destiny of Man, vol. II, p. 320. 
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potentialities, seeking “wholeness” or even “salvation,” we must keep in 
mind the problem posed by the polarity of the individual and the social, 
as well as the other polarities. But in saying that this one is of a different 
order from the others, I was meaning that the problems that arise for 
theology have always to be seen on two levels, the individual and the 
social. There can be no wholeness for individuals apart from their fellows 
and apart from supportive social structures; but there can be no healthy 
society without the integrity of its members. Sometimes religious thinkers 
have emphasized the individual, sometimes society. Kierkegaard, for in¬ 
stance, in reaction against a false collectivism, made faith and salvation a 
matter for individual decision. In our own time, conscious as we are of 
the interdependence of mankind, we are more concerned with the social 
implications of faith. 

The relation of the individual to the social is a complex one. Some broad 
parallels can be established. Existence and transcendence in the individual 
correspond roughly to history and progress in society. The attainment of 
selfhood in the individual is related to the achievement of authentic com¬ 
munity in society. Even the death of the individual has a parallel in those 
apocalyptic situations in which a society or even all mankind faces the 
possibility of its end. But the society is always more than the sum of its 
members and the parallels are not simple. 

It is interesting to note that in the Bible the boundaries of individual 
existence are sometimes blurred, so that it is hard to tell whether an in¬ 
dividual or a community is intended. Abraham, the first man of faith, ap¬ 
pears sometimes to be clearly delineated as an individual, but sometimes 
the name seems to denote a community, and in a sense he is both. In the 
New Testament, Christ is not always to be simply identified with the 
individual, Jesus of Nazareth. He merges into the community and the his¬ 
tory which he initiated, and, as St. Augustine said, “the head and body is 
one Christ.” 8 

Sometimes in this book we shall be thinking primarily of individual 
existence, sometimes of social existence, sometimes of both together, but 
finally neither aspect can be ignored. 

13. THE DISORDER OF EXISTENCE 

So far the description of human existence has presented man’s possible 
ways of being rather than his actual condition. We have seen the polarities 
of existence, and even this view of the matter has suggested the possibility 


8 De Trinitate, IV, 9. 
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that this existence may be an absurdity of which it is impossible to make 
sense. But what do we find when we turn our attention to the actual in¬ 
stances of existing that present themselves for inspection? 

A question like this can, of course, be answered only by a broad em¬ 
pirical generalization, and such generalizations can always be challenged. 
Yet perhaps no one would deny that when we do look at actual human 
existing, we perceive a massive disorder in existence, a pathology that 
seems to extend all through existence, whether we consider the com¬ 
munity or the individual, and that stultifies it. Because of this prevalent 
disorder, the potentialities of existence are not actualized as they might 
be, but are lost or stunted or distorted. If, as has been claimed above, self¬ 
hood is disclosed to us not only as it has actually come about but also in 
its authentic potentiality, then we cannnot fail to be aware of the gulf 
separating the two, both in ourselves and in the human race generally. 
This disclosure, as we have seen, belongs peculiarly to conscience as a kind 
of synoptic self-knowing. 

The disorder of human existence can be defined more precisely as im¬ 
balance, and in calling it “pathological” I have implicitly compared it to 
imbalances in the physical organism. But here we are thinking of existen¬ 
tial imbalance. The tension between the polar opposites in existence is not 
maintained, but one overcomes the other and pulls it out of place, so to 
speak, so that the whole structure is thrown out of joint. The possibilities 
for such distortion are presumably infinite. In general, however, we can 
perceive two main directions in which the imbalance takes place, though 
both may well be present together in a single person or in a single society, 
in different regards or alternating with each other. On the one hand are 
such disorders, individual or social, as pride, tyranny, angelism, utopian¬ 
ism, with all 'their variations and intermixings. Individualism belongs here 
too. These disorders arise from reluctance or refusal to give full accep¬ 
tance and acknowledgment to the facticity, finitude, and, generally, the 
limitation of human existence, and also from the desire to have a super¬ 
human or godlike existence, free from the restraints that are inseparable 
from a genuinely human life. Of course, although men may try to get 
away from the limitations of existence, they cannot escape them, and so 
their attempted flight results in some such distortion as those that have 
been mentioned. On the other hand, there are disorders such as sensual in¬ 
dulgence, insensitivity to others, despair, and the irresponsibility of col¬ 
lectivism. These disorders represent the retreat from possibility, decision¬ 
making, responsibility, individual liability and even from rationality. They 
move in the direction of a subhuman mode of being, that of the animal 
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which is free from care and lives in and for its present. Of course, here 
again man cannot really relinquish the being that is his own; he cannot 
attain pure irresponsibility or animality or rid himself of care, but he dis¬ 
torts his being in the attempt. The two kinds of disorder are found side 
by side in the same society or even in the same individuals, but by and 
large the second kind is characteristic of the masses while the first reaches 
its pitch in the relatively few who become intoxicated and bewitched with 
the sense of their own power. This first kind of disorder, though no doubt 
present to some extent among all kinds of people, has shown its most 
frightening manifestations in the great tyrants of history, and in them 
perhaps we see existence at its most disordered. Hence it is understand¬ 
able that interpreters of man from St. Augustine to Reinhold Niebuhr 
should have seen in pride the typical perversion of human life. 

While perhaps few would deny that there is indeed this massive and 
manifold disorder of human existence, there would probably be consider¬ 
able debate as to the extent to which the perversion of existence prevails. 
Once again, the picture is ambiguous. Calvin, as is well known, taught a 
doctrine of total depravity, and bluntly characterized “everything pro¬ 
ceeding from the corrupt nature of man damnable.” 9 This point of view 
seems to conflict with ordinary experience, for surely anyone who is not 
a misanthrope will acknowledge that many things proceeding from the 
“natural man” are not in the slightest degree “damnable”: that the view 
is also unsound theologically will be shown in due course. Yet although 
Calvin exaggerates the disorder of human existence, such exaggeration 
may have had some excuse as against tendencies to underestimate the dis¬ 
order in man’s life and to take too facile a view of the matter and too 
optimistic a prospect of human capacities. Although we must reject as 
false the idea that human existence is totally disordered, we must acknowl¬ 
edge that the disorder runs pretty deep, and in acknowledging this, we are 
following not only the belief of the most thoughtful analysts of the human 
condition but the Christian belief about man from the New Testament on. 

Less debatable than the question about the totality of the disorder of 
existence is that of its universality, understood in the sense of its horizontal 
spread. Every society acknowledges its injustices and imperfections, and 
every individual, when pressed, acknowledges his own disorder and his 
share in the wider disorder. Such an individual is thrown into a situation 
where disorder is already prevalent, and thus from the beginning he is 


9 Institutes of the Christian Religion, II, iii. 
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wrongly oriented, and whatever decisions he makes or policies he adopts 
are relative to the disordered situation. So we can assert that the disorder 
is universal in human existence. 

Can something be said to define more closely the character of the dis¬ 
order that afflicts our existence? It has already been described as an “im¬ 
balance,” in terms of the polarities of existence, and perhaps this model 
of imbalance is the best available and, as we shall see, one that can be 
further developed in connection with the idea of selfhood. But other 
models are useful in lighting up aspects of the disorder. It can be de¬ 
scribed as “falling,” and although this particular term has its origins in 
religion and myth, it has been brought into secular philosophy by Martin 
Heidegger 10 and has an obvious usefulness. It suggests failure to attain, 
falling short of actualization, or falling away from an authentic possibility, 
without of course implying that one had first arrived there, and then only 
subsequently fallen away. Another model is that of “alienation,” also used 
by Heidegger and by many other writers. The description of the various 
modes of imbalance showed these as a turning away from one or other of 
the poles of human existence, so that this imbalance becomes an alienation 
within existence itself. The basic alienation is really from oneself, in the 
full range of one’s possibility and facticity. This in turn leads to alienation 
from other existents, for, as we have seen, individualism at one extreme 
and collectivism at the other take the place of authentic community. Is it 
not the case, however, that there is still a third level of alienation, a deeper 
level where one feels alienated from the whole scheme of things? Perhaps 
this could be called “lostness.” It is the sense of being cut off not only 
from one’s own true being or from the being of others, but from all being, 
so that one has no “place” in the world. This is surely the deepest despair 
that can arise out of the disorder of existence. 

At this point it is appropriate to introduce the word “sin.” It will be 
remembered that one part of the purpose of this philosophical theology 
is to describe the situations in which theological or religious words and 
assertions have their meaning. So far we have been discussing the human 
condition in secular terms. “Sin” is a religious term, and it has connota¬ 
tions that differentiate it from notions like “guilt” or “wrongdoing,” 
though presumably “sin” includes these notions. What is distinctive in sin, 
however, is the last point to which we came in our discussion of models 
of human disorder—the notion of “lostness,” of being alienated not only 


10 Being and Time, p. 175. 
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from oneself and from other existents but, at a still deeper level, from all 
being. The religious man would say that this lostness is separation from 
God, but until we can study the word “God” more closely, this assertion 
can be left aside. For the meantime, in accordance with the method of 
a philosophical theology that proceeds descriptively, we can only ask 
whether the situation described is one that can be recognized as typical 
of our human existing in the world. That sin can be understood as “sepa¬ 
ration” or “missing the mark” or “falling away” in respect of one’s relation 
to oneself or to one’s neighbor would perhaps be universally conceded. 
That it is understood as alienation at a still deeper level is what is asserted 
in the distinctively religious connotation of the word, and I have tried to 
show that this religious connotation is firmly grounded in a common and 
widely recognizable element in man’s awareness of his own existence in 
the world, or, more briefly, in his self-understanding. There is of course 
much that has still to be unfolded and examined before this as yet vague 
awareness of being cut off at the deepest level can be properly evaluated. 

In the meantime, however, it would seem that our discussion of the 
disorder in human existence has led us still further in the direction of 
despairing about man and concluding that his existence cannot make sense. 
Already when we had taken note of the polarities and tensions that enter 
into the constitution of existence, we noted the possibilities for frustration 
and the frankly despairing views of some philosophers. Now that we have 
seen how, in actual existing, frustration and distortion do come about and 
how there is universal disorder, imbalance, falling, alienation, or however 
it may appear to us, have we not already reached the stage at which we 
must simply say that it is hopeless to try to make sense of this strange 
kind of being that we call “existence” and that we knowj.n the phenome¬ 
non of man? At least, we have seen enough to show us that Sartre and 
those who think like him are far nearer to a realistic appraisal of the hu¬ 
man condition than those complacent humanists who believe that with 
more science and education, better social conditions and the like, the ills 
of humanity can be cured and a fuller existence enjoyed. These men just 
have not faced the radical character of existential tension and disorder, 
and this becomes increasingly clear as the problems of the affluent society 
show themselves to be just as intractable as those of the impoverished 
society. Our analysis has rather shown that because of the universality and 
solidarity of human disorder, there is within the human situation no rem¬ 
edy to hand that will be adequate to overcome the problems of that 
situation. 
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We can say then that the alternatives confronting us have been sharp¬ 
ened. Either we must go along with Sartre and company, and acknowl¬ 
edge that life is indeed a useless passion, so that the best we can hope for 
is to reduce its oppressiveness at one point or another, to patch up the sit¬ 
uation here and there, without any hope or possibility of really overcom¬ 
ing the absurdity and frustration that belong intrinsically to human ex¬ 
istence, as thrown possibility; 11 or, if we are seeking to make sense of life 
and to bring order into existence so that its potentialities can come to ful¬ 
fillment, we have frankly to acknowledge that we must look for support 
beyond humanity itself, pervaded as this is with disorder. To put the dis- 
junction in another way: either we acknowledge the absurdity of a situa¬ 
tion in which we find ourselves responsible for an existence which we 
lack the capacity to master, and have just to make the best of a bad job; 
or else we look for a further dimension in the situation, a depth beyond 
both man and nature that is open to us in such a way that it can make 
sense of our finite existence by supporting it and bringing order and ful¬ 
fillment into it. We see then that the quest for meaning and sense in exis¬ 
tence, for order and fulfillment, now takes on a more definitely religious 
character. Whether there is anv support from beyond man such as would 
make sense of his existence and overcome its frustrations, we cannot yet 
say. But at least we can see that the idea itself is not an empty one. Our 
descriptive analysis of the human situation has provided a frame of refer¬ 
ence within which this idea can be located, that is to say, assigned its 
meaning. The term in the religious vocabulary which denotes the idea 
described is “grace,” so it is permissible for us now to introduce this word, 
in addition to “sin” which appeared earlier in the section. 

Of course, in the famous words of St. Thomas, “grace does not abolish 
nature but perfects it.” 12 This point has to be stressed lest anyone should 
get the mistaken idea that we arc saying that man’s quest for grace (which 
is finally identical with the quest for God) arises only from his lack, dis¬ 
order, and frustration. The condition of his being conscious of any lack 
is that he already seeks a fulfillment. We have already seen that in the 
human being anxiety and hope arc intertwined. The quest for grace is 
ultimately rooted in the openness of human existence or the transcendence 
of the human spirit toward a whither that attracts. All this will become 
clearer in the section which follows. 

11 For the use of the word “thrown” in this and similar expressions, see my book An 
Existentialist Theology, p. 83. 

3 - Summa Theologiae, la, I, 8. 
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14 . SELFHOOD AND FAITH 

I have talked about “making sense” of human existence, bringing 
“order” into it, “overcoming” its frustrations, “fulfilling” its potentialities. 
These somewhat mixed expressions need to be examined. Can we say 
more definitely what is meant by them? Can we see what conditions 
would have to be fulfilled if this “making sense,” “bringing order” and 
the like were to come about? Can we show how this leads into a religious 
interpretation of life? 

Our discussion will turn on the notion of “selfhood.” Existence fulfills 
itself in selfhood. An authentic self is a unitary, stable, and relatively 
abiding structure in which the polarities of existence are held in balance 
and its potentialities are brought to fulfillment. The expression “self” 
should not mislead us into thinking of the solitary individual, for authen¬ 
tic selfhood is possible only in a community of selves, and we have seen 
already that among the polarities to be held in tension are community 
and individuality. Although we talk about the self, this is not to be under¬ 
stood in an individualistic way. 

How then is this structure of the self constituted? We may begin by 
recalling that in Greek philosophy there were various theories about the 
self or soul, and that Plato and Aristotle present us with an interesting 
contrast. Plato may be taken as an exponent of the “substantial” soul. On 
this view, the soul is regarded as capable of existing apart from the body. 
In Plato’s teaching, the soul is represented as having existed prior to its 
union with the body, and as continuing to exist after the dissolution of 
the body. It might, moreover, become conjoined with many bodies one 
after the other. Aristotle, on the other hand, thinks of the soul as the 
“form” of the body, that is to say, as the proper functioning of a bodily 
existence in the world. Though he seems to have believed that reason, 
the highest part of the soul, could continue in existence apart from the 
body, the soul as a whole (the whole range of living and personal being) 
was thought to be inseparable from the body, so that man was conceived 
as a psychosomatic unity. 

For most of its history, Christian theology has tended to follow the 
Platonic doctrine. The soul has been conceived as a substance, and this 
has been considered as guaranteeing the unity, stability, and abidingness 
(or even immortality) of the self. For just as we see a rock persisting 
through time as the same rock, so it was supposed we must posit a sub¬ 
stantial self (though admittedly an immaterial substantial self) as the 
bearer of personal existence. Such a self or soul gets “implanted” in the 
body, probably at conception, and remains united with the body until 
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death, after which, because of its substantial character, it can continue in 
existence apart from the body. 

But this whole doctrine of a substantial soul has, like the natural theol¬ 
ogy considered earlier, been subjected to destructive criticism in modern 
philosophy. The conception of a disembodied soul or self is very dif¬ 
ficult, since it is precisely through being embodied that we are in a 
world and with other selves, and as we have already noted, there can be 
no selfhood apart from a world and other selves. Moreover, on the em¬ 
pirical level, we never have experience of souls apart from bodies and 
we see plainly from the effects of injuries, drugs, and the like how closely 
linked are the mental and physical sides of man’s being. By a “person,” 
we do not mean an invisible, intangible and immaterial soul-substance, but 
always an embodied self in the world. Not only is no purpose served by 
imagining a ghostly soul “inhabiting” the body, but the very idea is su¬ 
perfluous and confusing. 

In any case, as some philosophers have pointed out, the attempt to un¬ 
derstand the self as substance is really an example of reductionist natural¬ 
ism at its most abstract. The model or paradigm underlying the notion 
of substance is that of the solid enduring thing, like the rock cited above 
as an illustration. But thinghood cannot be an enlightening model for self¬ 
hood. What is distinctive in selfhood is personal being, and we cannot 
hope to get a proper conception of selfhood in terms of subpersonal being, 
indeed of inanimate being, although this is precisely what we are trying 
to do when we seek to explicate the self as substance. This is to reify the 
self, to treat it as a thing, however refined that thing may be thought to 
be. This is at bottom a materialistic understanding of selfhood that can¬ 
not do justice to it. The self, as personal existence, has a dynamism, a com¬ 
plexity, a diversity-in-unity, that can never be expressed in terms of inert 
thinghood, even if we refine this conception as far as we can and dignify 
it with the name of “substantiality.” 

The overthrow of the idea of substantial selfhood has been a somewhat 
traumatic experience for theologians, for many of them seem to have 
thought that this philosophical idea was an essential presupposition of cer¬ 
tain Christian doctrines. On the other hand, the blow has been somewhat 
softened by the revival of biblical theology and its rediscovery of the 
fact that the Bible does not seem to work much with the idea of a sub¬ 
stantial soul that may be either conjoined with or separated from the body, 
but thinks rather of man as a psychosomatic unity—as is clear, for in¬ 
stance, from the doctrine of the resurrection of the body. 

Actually the decline of the idea of a substantial soul does not mean that 
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we have to conclude that the soul is simply an epiphenomenon of the ma¬ 
terial body, or that it is, as Hume supposed, simply a concatenation of 
experiences. We can look again at the doctrine which Aristotle offered 
as an alternative to the Platonic one, and see whether the notion of the 
soul as the form of the body can be developed in such a way as to give 
us a more adequate conception of selfhood. And right away, we can dis¬ 
cern one advantage in the Aristotelian over the Platonic point of view. 
Whereas the idea of a substantial self that gets inserted or implanted into 
the body at the beginning of life suggests something ready-made that has 
only to grow as, let us say, the organs of the body do, the notion of the 
self as form suggests much better the thought that the self is not given 
ready-made but has to be made in the course of existence, and that indeed 
authentic selfhood may never be attained at all. What is given at the out¬ 
set is not a fixed entity but a potentiality for becoming a self. 

The model for such an understanding of the self is not substantiality 
or thinghood but rather temporality. It is temporality', with its three 
dimensions of past, present, and future that makes the kind of being called 
“existence” possible. We have already seen that basic to the constitution 
of existence are possibility (the openness of the future) and facticitv (the 
heritage of what has been), and that the existent stands in the tension 
between these, which is the present. The disorder or imbalance of exis¬ 
tence can be understood as at bottom an imbalance among the temporal di¬ 
mensions; for instance, of the disorders mentioned in an earlier analysis, 13 
those such as angelism, utopianism, and the sins of pride generally, arise 
from a dwelling in the future that fails to relate to the actual situation in¬ 
herited from the past, while the sins of irresponsibility dwell in the past, 
shunning the openness and risk of the future. 

What constitutes existence or personal being is a peculiar and complex 
temporal nexus in which the three dimensions of past, present, and future 
are brought into a unity. Man differs from a thing or even from an animal 
in so far as he is not only aware of the present but remembers the past 
and anticipates the future. The basically temporal structure of existence 
was clearly understood by St. Augustine, who says of the mind that “it 
both expects and considers and remembers” and that “that which it ex¬ 
pects, through that which it considers, may pass into that which it remem¬ 
bers.” 14 In an existence that is scattered and disrupted, the existent has 


13 See above, pp. 69-70. 

1 4 Confessions, XI, xxviii, 
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cut himself off from one or other of the temporal dimensions of exis¬ 
tence, and his existence declines toward the kind of being that belongs to 
things or animals, though of course he can never lose himself, as it were, 
in an entirely dehumanized way of being. On the other hand, in an exis¬ 
tence that is fulfilling its potentialities, the three dimensions are held to¬ 
gether in unity. Their balance and tension are maintained. This is the 
“moment” of which existentialist philosophers from Kierkegaard to Hei¬ 
degger have written, the authentic present that does not shut out either 
past or future but, through its openness to both, forges them into a 
unity. 

Authentic selfhood implies the attaining of a unified existence, in which 
potentialities are actualized in an orderly manner and there are no loose 
ends or alienated areas. The attaining of selfhood is therefore a matter 
of degree. It is clear however that this selfhood can never be something 
ready-made, and clear also that its unity is quite different from that of a 
thing. A thing endures through time and is the same thing, and moreover 
what it is now is both determined by what it has been and is determinant 
for what it will be. But the unity through time that belongs to a thing is 
one in which past, present, and future are only externally and causally 
related, and this is quite different from that intimate and intrinsic relation¬ 
ship of the three dimensions of temporality when these are gathered up 
into the moment of personal existence. 

Can we see more clearly what is this unity that belongs to authentic 
selfhood? It might perhaps be thought of as being like the unity of per¬ 
spective in painting, a unity in which the various strands of existence in 
its aspects both of possibility and facticity converge upon a point so that 
the picture makes sense. The conditions that this kind of unity may be 
brought into existence and authentic selfhood attained would seem to be 
that there should be both commitment and acceptance. Commitment is 
the prospective view of this unity, for it has to do with the future, with 
the possibilities of existence. A committed existence is one that has in view 
some master possibility. In consistently directing itself on this master pos¬ 
sibility, the other possibilities of life are subordinated to it and the move¬ 
ment is toward unified selfhood. The absence of such a commitment re¬ 
sults in an existence that jumps from one immediate possibility to the next, 
an existence that may be very much at the mercy of chance circumstances 
or changing desires and that has only the lowest degree of selfhood and 
unity. But acceptance is just as necessary as commitment. Acceptance is 
the retrospective view of the self’s unity, for it has to do with what has 
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been, with the situation that already obtains and in which we find our¬ 
selves. If anything like unified selfhood is to be reached, the facticity of 
the situation has to be accepted in its entirety, with no loose ends rejected. 
Only if there is this frank and total acceptance can the commitment in 
turn be a realistic one. For not just any commitment can lead to unified 
selfhood. A fantastic commitment that was not related to an acceptance of 
the factical situation could be utterly disruptive. 

What has to be taken into consideration if there is to be anything like 
a complete acceptance of the factical situation of human existence is 
death. For it is death that more than anything else brings before us the 
radical finitude of our existence, and it is in the light of this that every 
possibility must be evaluated. But is this not equivalent to saying that death 
nullifies everything? If death, as the ending of existence, is to be given a 
central place in the understanding of existence, are not all the strivings 
and aspirations of existence stultified? We may recall that when death 
was briefly mentioned earlier 15 as the last and most formidable obstacle 
in the way of making sense of human existence, it was said that in spite 
of its seemingly utter negativity, even death might turn out to have an 
ambiguous character. This is indeed the case, for death can have a positive, 
or affirmative, role in existence. Even on the level of everyday thinking 
and judging, death is recognized to have the potentiality for becoming 
an achievement, where it is willingly accepted for some cause greater than 
the individual’s own well-being; and in exceptional cases, the manner of a 
person’s death can even be understood as in some measure redeeming the 
blameworthy actions of his life. 

The positive potentialities in death have long been recognized, but they 
are expounded with especial insight, and in a philosophical language, by 
Heidegger. 10 Death appears in his analysis as both the most significant 
element in the factical heritage of every existent and also as the horizon 
that closes off the future, so that all our possibilities can be seen as set out 
in front of death. Death becomes the eschaton , and as such it brings into 
existence a responsibility and seriousness that it could scarcely have other¬ 
wise. Death, in one sense destructive, is in another sense creative of uni¬ 
fied, responsible selfhood, the concerns of which become ordered in the 
face of the end. Furthermore, death also becomes a criterion for judging 
our concerns. Death exposes the superficiality and triviality of many of the 
ambitions and aspirations on which men spend their energies. What Hei¬ 
degger calls “everyday” existence is frequently the escape from respon- 

15 See above, p. 64. 
ic Being and Time , p. 2j6ff. 
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sibility, the covering up of death and finitude, the jumping from one im¬ 
mediate concern to the next without any thought that our existence, as 
bounded, has the potentiality for some measure of unity and wholeness. 
Often enough too it is the quest for illusory security. Our consideration 
of the polarities of human existence has already made it clear that to make, 
let us say, sensual pleasure or self-aggrandizement the leading concern of 
one’s existence would be to distort that existence, but the fact of death 
makes clear in a more dramatic fashion the transient and nugatory char¬ 
acter of the achievements of the man who does not take into account the 
full range of possibility and facticity. 

These remarks suggest something further, namely, that selfhood is at¬ 
tained only in so far as the existent is prepared to look beyond the limits 
of his own self for the master concern that can create such a stable and 
unified self. He must be prepared to accept the factical aspects of his ex¬ 
istence, his finitude, transience, and mortality, and take these up into the 
potentiality which he projects for himself into the future. This means in 
effect that by looking beyond himself or, as we may say, dying to him¬ 
self, he becomes himself. This is the paradox well known to the religions, 
anct expressed in such sayings as that one must “die to live” and that “who¬ 
ever would save his life will lose it; and whoever loses his life for my sake 
and the gospel’s will save it.” 17 The contrast between the genuine ful¬ 
fillment of selfhood attained by looking beyond the self and the illusory 
fulfillments sought within the narrow limits of self-regarding concern is 
well expressed in the question: “What does a man gain by winning the 
whole world at the cost of his true self (r^v i/^xV axno {>)?” 1S 

But while these considerations do let us see that death can be under¬ 
stood in ways that are positive and creative, they do not in the slightest 
degree remove the negativity of death or the ambiguity of the phenome¬ 
non. If death show's up the futility of so many of our concerns, does it 
not stultify them all? Are we not driven to a kind of nihilism in which 
every human aspiration is devalued so that, as Sartre goes so far as to 
suggest, the life of the solitary drunkard and that of the great statesman 
are equally pointless? 10 This assertion of the absurdity of human exis¬ 
tence helps us to understand by way of contrast what the religious attitude 
in face of the situation is. It involves no less radical an acceptance of the 
facticity of existence than does Sartre’s view, and just as much as he, does 
it see the gulf between human resources (the heritage that is factically 

1 7 Mark 8:35. 

38 Mark 8:36. (N.E.B.) 

19 Being and Nothingness, p. 627. 
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given) and the demands to which we are responsible (the potentialities 
that are disclosed). It seeks sense in this situation, and it sees that the con¬ 
dition that there is sense in it is that the being which we are given (the 
factical pole of existence) is of a piece with the being to which we are 
summoned (the pole of possibility); that these are not accidentally con¬ 
joined or destined to be in perpetual and frustrating conflict with each 
other, but that they are both rooted in the wider context of being within 
which man has his being. Human existence can make sense if this wider 
being supports and supplements the meager heritage of our finite being 
as we strive to fulfill the potentialities of our being. To adapt words of 
St. Augustine, human existence makes sense if being grants what it com¬ 
mands, that is to say, if there are resources beyond our human resources 
to help us fulfill the claims that our very existence lays upon us. 

The attitude described is what the religious man calls “faith.” Ij:Js 
obvious that faith is not a mere belief but an existential attitude. We have 
already seen that this attitude includes acceptance and commitment, but 
what makes it a distinctively religious faith is its reference to what we 
have called so far only the “wider being” in the context of whic h man has 
his own being. It is then faith in being. Such faith obviously implies a 
belief, but this belief is clearly no speculative or academic world view 
but a belief arising out of an existential attitude, a self-understanding that 
is born in acceptance and commitment. The difference betwee n t h e at - 
titude of religious faith and the attitude of the man without it is also clear. 
Religious faith, as faith in being, looks to the wider being wit hin which 
our existence is set for support; it discovers a meaning for existence that 
is already given with existence: the alternative attitude looks for no sup¬ 
port from beyond man, who must rely on his own resources, and who 
must himself create for his life any meaning that it can have. 

It has already been said however that human existence considered in 
isolation does not make sense and that the most acute atheistic philoso¬ 
phers are consciously philosophers of despair. This, I believe, is funda¬ 
mentally true, but I do not wish to give the impression that it must be 
all or nothing. Life is not so simple as to present us with a plain choice 
of black or white. Even the philosopher who preaches despair does not 
usually shoot himself but finds some limited areas of “engagement,” as he 
may call it. Many people without religious faith take a far more optimistic 
view of human existence than does Sartre, though it must frankly be said 
that probably many or most of them do not face the grimmer aspects of 
existence with the same candor as we find in Sartre. The man of faith, 
for his part, is not to be thought of as complacently anchored by his faith, 
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for any faith worthy of the name will be subject to testing, and will not 
be a permanent possession but an attitude that has to be continually re¬ 
newed. 

Neither the man of faith nor the man of unfaith (if we may use the 
expression) has certitude. This is part of our finitude. We are thrown into 
a world and so we see it only from within. If we were to know with 
certitude the why and wherefore of our existence, whether we belong 
within some meaningful pattern or are absurd items flung up in a mean¬ 
ingless process, we would have to step outside of our world and see the 
whole range of being. But this is impossible though people have tried 
to do it by constructing what they supposed to be rationally demonstrable 
and objectively valid metaphysical systems. But while we cannot know 
with certitude the answers to the enigma of human existence, we cannot 
help coming to some decision about how we are going to understand our¬ 
selves, for the very fact that we have to exist, to adopt policies of action, 
to pursue goals, and to choose standards of value means that implicitly we 
have already chosen to understand ourselves in one way or another. The 
limiting cases would seem to be what we have called religious faith at the 
one extreme and a Sartrean acceptance of absurdity at the other. Perhaps 
the majority of mankind find themselves somewhere between, drawn now 
toward the one pole, now toward the other. 

But if there is no certitude, then is it just a toss-up, so to speak, which 
attitude one adopts? It is true that plenty has been said about a reasonable 
faith, but plenty has also been said about the ambiguity of our existence 
in the world. Is fait h then just a leap in the dark? 

Two replies may be made to this. The first is that at least it has been 
shown that the attitude of faith arises from the very structures of human 
existence itself. It is not a luxury but arises from our innate quest for self- 
Tiood and for a meaningful existence. No conclusive weight attaches to 
this point, but it is worth reminding ourselves that faith is not some 
strained perversion of our nature but an attitude that really does belong 
with the kind of existence that is ours. 

Nowadays there are some who would challenge this assertion. They 
would say that even if it were once true that man had within himself the 
needs that predisposed him toward a religious faith, this is true no longer. 
Contemporary man has outgrown the need for what we have called “faith 
in being,” and has placed his faith rather in his own skills and techniques. 
He has discovered that his problems are best solved through his own ef¬ 
forts, and he is content to confine his attention to the everyday world. 
There he constructs his own values, meanings, social structure, economic 
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system, and so on, and concerns himself no longer with that wider being 
within which his own being is set. 

There is, of course, a large measure of truth in this. In the course of 
what may be called the “education of the human race,” childish beliefs 
in the supernatural have been left behind, and the kind of “faith” that 
really looked for a shortcut to problem-solving has been left behind too. 
But it does not follow—as Auguste Comte thought—that now we must 
turn to positivism, man must deem himself autonomous, and “faith in 
being” be replaced by faith in humanity. Actually, religious faith never 
was so puerile as its critics suggest, and certainly biblical faith was never 
like that. Faith in being, understood as commitment and acceptance, or as 
the submission of the human existent to the grace and judgment of being, 
has its own maturity, and we have claimed that some such faith is de¬ 
manded by the structure of any finite human existence, ancient or mod¬ 
ern, with its tensions, disorders, alienations, and yet with its questing for 
selfhood, wholeness, and meaning. 

How do we settle the dispute between the claim that the quest for a 
religious faith arises out of the way our existence is constituted with the 
counterclaim that contemporary man has no such need? Is it just a case 
of opposing one generalization to another, or are different people differ¬ 
ently constituted? Obviously, no proof can be offered. The only pro¬ 
cedure seems to be the one that has been followed in this chapter: we 
describe the human existence known to us as carefully as we can, and 
we ask others to look at the description and see if they too recognize it as 
a true picture of the existence that is ours. We would perhaps draw atten¬ 
tion especially to such critical matters as the disorder of human existence, 
and to that awareness of “lostness” which seems to alienate us from being. 
We might hope that this kind of procedure would show the inadequacy 
of taking man as self-sufficient, and would open up those dimensions of 
our being that lead us toward faith in a transhuman reality. 

I think also that one would want to challenge more directly the belief 
that man “come of age” must be considered autonomous and independent. 
Insistence on one’s autonomy is more typically the mark of adolescence 
than of maturity. Was Schlciermacher immature when he talked of “ab¬ 
solute dependence,” or was he perhaps more sophisticated than the “cul¬ 
tured despisers of religion” to whom he addressed himself? Are Tillich, 
Bultmann, Niebuhr, and Barth to be classed as “immature” because, in 
various ways, they have all opposed the view that man is autonomous and 
have tried to interpret his life in terms of grace? I think one must con- 
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cede that words like “dependence” may be too one-sided, and this book 
will talk rather in terms of man’s cooperation with being, since this better 
recognizes our genuine responsibility. But it will be made clear enough 
that man’s position is a decidedly subordinate one, and his effective co¬ 
working is made possible by grace. After all, as KarlJHeim reminded us, 
if we were to think of the millions of years of the earth’s history as com¬ 
pressed within twenty-four hours, then we would have to say that man 
had appeared on the scene at twenty-two seconds before midnight! 20 This 
surely makes him a somewhat junior partner in the enterprise. 

This excursus on the autonomy of man arose in the course of a reply 
to the question whether faith is just a leap in the dark, and we had prom¬ 
ised two replies. The second one is that so far we have been considering 
only the roots of the quest for a religious answer to the enigma of human 
existence, and we have been doing this in a very formal way. This is en¬ 
tirely in line with the procedure laid down for this style of philosophical 
theology. But now the time has come to pay more attention to the con¬ 
tent of religious faith. We have spoken somewhat vaguely of “faith in 
being,” and it is true that the words “grace” and “judgment” have been 
introduced to indicate the support and the demand which man’s existence 
may have from the wider being in which it is set. But all this has had, of 
necessity, a somewhat artificial and a priori character about it. The re¬ 
ligious man does indeed recognize the quest for grace that is rooted in his 
very being and that may lead him into the attitude of faith, but he cer¬ 
tainly does not think of himself as groping his way along a dark road on 
which everything is shadowy and ambiguous, so that at the end he has 
either to leap into the dark or stay where he is, with the choice an ar¬ 
bitrary one. Moreover, there is a dialectic in this quest, which becomes 
sometimes a flight from being, in the face of the judgment and demand 
that are inseparable from grace. So the religious man, or the man of faith, 
speaks not so much of his quest as of the object of this quest meeting him; 
or, better still, that he becomes the object of a search directed toward him; 
that the initiative comes from beyond himself, and that faith, while indeed 
it has roots within himself, is established only when he is grasped, as it 
were, by that for which he was dimly and ignorantly seeking. 

So now we have to push our inquiry further back, to the very sources 
of religious faith. We have to describe the experience in which man is 
touched or addressed by the gracious and judging presence, and in which 
he opts for faith rather than unfaith. 

20 Christian Faith and Natural Science, p. n. 
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15. A GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF REVELATION 
We have now to consider more carefully what can be meant by the claim 
of the religious man that his faith is made possible by the initiative of that 
toward which his faith is directed; or, to put the same point differently, 
that his quest for the sense of existence is met by the gift of a sense for 
existence. He experiences this initiative from beyond himself in various 
ways. In so far as it supports and strengthens his existence and helps to 
overcome its fragmentariness and impotence, he calls the gift that comes 
to him “grace.” In so far as it lays claim on him and exposes the distor¬ 
tions of his existence, it may be called “judgment.” In so far as it brings 
him a new understanding both of himself and of the wider being within 
which he has his being (for the understanding of these is correlative), then 
it may be called “revelation.” The word “revelation” points therefore es¬ 
pecially to the cognitive element in the experience. . 

Critics of religion and of theology have frequently attacked the notion 
of revelation. As Abraham Heschel has pointed out, resistance to the no¬ 
tion of revelation has had more than one motivation, and he mentions 
especially two conceptions that have militated against it: “One maintained 
that man was too great to be in need of divine guidance, and the other 
maintained that man was too small to be worthy of divine guidance. The 
first conception came from social science, and the second from natural sci¬ 
ence.” 1 Confidence in man, born of the success of the scientific method, 
and the naturalistic view of man, resulting from the application of the 
same method, seem to constitute a paradox, but they certainly combine to 
make anything like revelation improbable. 

It looks as if the religious man, having no rationally defensible grounds 
1 God in Search of Man, p. 169. 
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for his faith, appeals to some private source of knowledge; but since such 
private knowledge cannot be tested by established logical procedures, it 
must be dismissed as illusory. Critics of the idea of revelation can point 
to the stubborn way in which theologians have defended alleged truths of 
revelation, as, for instance, the assertion that the earth does not move, and 
they argue that this belief in revelation has been a hindrance to the ad¬ 
vance of genuine knowledge, which is not given but has to be won by 
strenuous efforts of thought. 

Recently some theologians too have become critical of the high place 
assigned to revelation. They suggest that the notion has been exaggerated, 
that there is little mention of it in the Bible, that it suggests a far clearer 
ki nd o f knowing than the religious man actually has, and that it exalts the 
cognitive aspect of religion above the practical. 2 

There is some substance in all of these criticisms of revelation. Never 
again, we must hope, will theologians claim that revelation gives them a 
shortcut to the answers to problems which must properly be settled 
through the patient researches of the scientists. We must also hope that 
religion will not misunderstand itself through an excessive stress on the 
notions of right belief and correct dogma, as it has sometimes done, but 
will remain aware of its involvement in the practical issues of life. Faith 
is primarily an existential attitude, and the convictions that arise out of it 
defy precise formulation. 

However, while these points may be conceded, this docs not mean 
that revelation is to be thrown out or-its significance minimized. If its role 
has sometimes been exaggerated and distorted, it nevertheless retains an 
important place. Religion is not just a practical matter, and theology, as 
theattempt to elucidate intellectually the content of faith, has its own spe¬ 
cial interest in those factors that belong to the cognitive side of religion. 

1 have already asserted that revelation is “the primary source for theology” 
and “a basic category in theological thinking.” 3 These assertions will be 
maintained and vindicated, but in order to do so, it will be necessary to 
offer a careful description of what is meant by revelation, the factors 
which it involves, the situation in which it takes place, the conditions that 
would have to be fulfilled for this kind of thing to happen, the kind of 
knowledge or understanding that might come by revelation, its scope, 
and limits. 

Revelation suggests some kind of unveiling, whereby what has hitherto 

2 Cf. F. Gerald Downing, Has Christianity a Revelation? 

3 Sec above, p. 7. 






been concealed from us is now opened up. This, however, would be true 
of all knowing. The Greeks thought of truth itself as «1A r/8ua, “unhidden- 
ness.” We have attained truth when that which was concealed is made 
unhidden, brought out into the light. What is distinctive in the religious 
use of the word “revelation” is the thought that in this process, the initia¬ 
tive lies with that which is known. \Y§ do not bring it into the light or 
strip away what is concealing it, as we do in our researches into matters 
within the world, but rather that which is known comes into the light, or, 
better still, provides the light by which it is known and by which we in 
turn know ourselves. It is as if the familiar epistemological situation gets 
reversed. 

Already we have explored the human side of the revelatory situation. 
We have taken note of the ^polarities and tensions of human existence, in 
which possibility and responsibility are conjoined with finitude and death. 
Out of this polarity is generated an anxiety (Angst) or fundamental mal¬ 
aise, a concern about existence itself with its potentialities and its precari¬ 
ousness. The quest for sense, coherence, a meaningful pattern, thus takes 
its rise from the very constitution of existence. The anxiety is heightened 
when, to the basic polarities of existence, there is added an awareness of 
its actual disorder and guilt. The quest for sense becomes also a quest for 
grace. 

This anxiety is not a mere subjective emotion but a mode of awareness. 
But if we ask, Awareness of what? the answer must be a paradoxical one, 
Awareness of nothing! But here “awareness of nothing” does not mean 
just that there is no awareness at all. Perhaps one should say “awareness 
of nothingness” or “awareness of nullity.” What is intended is the aware¬ 
ness of the precariousness of existence which at any time may lapse into 
nothing or is already lapsing into nothing. It may cease to be in death, 
and it fails to be in guilt. We become aware of a nullity that enters into 
the very way in which we are constituted. The mood of anxiety may 
bring more than this. The world too sinks to nothing, it gets stripped of 
the values and meanings that we normally assign to the things and events 
that belong within it, and it becomes indeterminate, characterized by the 
same kind of emptiness and nullity that we know in ourselves. 

I do not believe that the kind of mood described is common. Indeed, 
we do our best to keep ourselves from falling into it, and we can learn as 
well from psychologists and anthropologists as from existentialist philoso¬ 
phers about the devices and illusions that we employ to tranquilize our 
fundamental anxiety in the face of our radical finitude and transience. Yet 
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I believe that the mood is universal in the sense that at one time or another 
it catches up with almost all of us. HC J 

This mood may be said to constitute our capacity for receiving reve¬ 
lation. It predisposes us to recognize the approach of holy being. In other 
words, I am asserting a Continuity between the quest for sense and grace 
that arises out of man’s existence, and the directionally opposite quest for 
man to which experiences of grace and revelation bear witness, a quest 
that is initiated outside of man and remains beyond his control. The con¬ 
tinuity that leads from anxiety to the receiving of revealed truth was well 
seen by those Old Testament writers who declared the fear of the Lord 
to be the beginning of wisdom or knowledge . 4 

What is it then that confronts us and reveals itself when we have be¬ 
come aware of the nothingness of ourselves and our world? The answer 

' ' C 1 - 

is: Being. It is against the foil of nothing that for the first time our eyes 
are opened to the wonder of being, and this happens with the force of 
reve lation. Being is all the time around us, but for the most part it does 
not get explicitly noticed. What we see are particular beings, the things 
and persons that are: only when these sink to nothing are we seized with 
the awareness of the being in virtue of which they are. This is not another 
being or a property of beings like their color or size or shape. It is differ¬ 
ent from any particular being or any property, yet we are aware of it as 
more beingful, so to speak, than anything else, for it is the condition that 
there jnay be anything whatsoever. It falls under none of our everyday 
categories, so that we do not grasp it conceptually. We may say, however, 
that we know it as presence and manifestation, and these notions will be 
developed later. 

The religious experience of being, that is to say, the revelatory approach 
of being, is nowhere better described than in the classic analysis of Rudolf 
Otto . 5 In what he calls “creature-feeling” we can recognize what has been 
mentioned above as the mood of anxiety. This creature-feeling becomes 
awe in the presence of the holy. Otto’s analysis is in terms of the mys- 
terium tremendum fascinans, the mystery that is at once overwhelming 
and fascinating. The mysterium refers to the incomprehensible depth of 
tfuTnuminous presence, which does not fall under the ordinary categories 
of thought but is other than the familiar beings of the world. The tre¬ 
mendum stresses the otherness of holy being as over against the nullity 
and transience of our own limited being; it points to the transcendence 

4 Ps. 111:10; Prov. 1:7, 9:10. 

5 The Idea of the Holy, pp. 8-41. 
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of being. The fascinans points to what we have already called the “grace” 
of being which has unveiled itself so that we understand that it gives itself 
to us, that it is the source of our being and strengthens our being with its 
presence. 

More will need to be said in due course about the meaning of this word 
“being” and how it is related to the key word of religious discourse, 
“God.” Meanwhile, however, let it be said that the revelatory encounter 
with being, as it has been described here, is not, as has sometimes been 
claimed, “self-authenticating.” It is indeed not too easy to know what this 
word means. In any case, it ought to be admitted that what we take to be 
this revelatory encounter or confrontation could be an illusion. Moreover, 
it should be noted also that some people have what has all the formal 
characters of a revelation of being, but experience being not as gracious 
but as alien and without any such content as the religious man ascribes 
to it. c The remarks that I have made on revelation, therefore, are simply 
intended as a description of what religious persons report. Because they 
experience being as gracious, they have faith in being, and thus such faith, 
as was pointed out before, is not just an arbitrary decision. But on the 
other hand, one cannot get behind the experience of the grace of being to 
know whether this is a valid experience or an illusory one. All that can 
be done is to offer a description of the experience, indeed, to trace it all 
the way from its sources in the way our human existence is constituted. 
We can only ask people to look at this situation as described, to compare 
it with what they know in themselves or their friends, to make some 
attempt at least to enter sympathetically into it, and then to decide. Actu¬ 
ally, the scrutiny and analysis of this experience can be carried further, 
for instance, by comparing it with related types of experience, and this 
will be done in the later parts of the chapter. We need to test such an 
experience in every possible xyay, especially as its claims are so great. But 
in the long run, we shall still fall short of certitude. We cannot abolish 
faith to replace it by certitude, for our destiny as finite beings, seeing 
things from below up, so to speak, is that we have to commit ourselves 
in one way or another without conclusive proof. If there is an unclouded 
vision of being, it does not belong in our earthy existence. 

Let me end this section by making three comments on the foregoing 
Ascription of revelation. 

i .yft was called a “general” description, and its general and formal 
c For an account of a non-religious revelation of being, sec J.-P. Sartre, La Nausee. 



Revelation | 89 

character should be borne in mind. Any actual experience of revelation 
would be concrete, belonging to a particular person, at a particular place, 
in a particular situation, employing particular symbols. Karl Barth fre¬ 
quently insists on the particularity of God’s self-revelafion, telling us that 
the Bible does not permit us to set up the general thought of a being fur¬ 
nished with divine attributes but, “concentrates our attention and thoughts 
upon one single point and what is to be known at that point.” 7 This in¬ 
sistence on concreteness and particularity is acceptable, provided it is not 
arbitrarily restricted to the biblical revelation. The examples of revelation 
given in earlier parts of this book have been quite concrete—Moses at the 
burning bush, the theophanies of Poimandres and Krishna, the recognition 
of Jesus by the disciples as the Messiah. Let us remember then that one 
can hardly speak of a “general” revelation, though there is a universal pos¬ 
sibility of revelation. But although revelation is always given in particular 
occasions of revelation, it is possible and indeed desirable to delineate the 
general structure of a revelatory happening, and this is what has been 
attempted here. Such a procedure may seem abstract and lifeless as com¬ 
pared with the concrete accounts of particular revelations, but it has to be 
done if philosophical theology is to grasp as clearly as possible what reve¬ 
lation is, and if the claims of revelation are to be evaluated. Our procedure, 
however, certainly does suppose that there may be many particular reve¬ 
lations, and is quite opposed to the notion of one exclusively particular 
revelation. 

2. In the account of revelation given here, it is assumed that the person 
who receives the revelation sees and hears no more than any other person 
in the situation might see and hear. What is revealed is not another being, 
over a nd above those that can be perceived by anyone. Rather, one should 
say that the person who receives the revelation sees the same things in a 
different way^ We might say that he sees them in depth, though this ex¬ 
pression is in danger of becoming trivialized. Perhaps we should say then 
that he notices features of the situation that otherwise escape notice, as if 
he saw an extra dimension in it. In language which I hope to ex plain more 
fully l ater, we might say that he sees not only the particular beings (per¬ 
sons or things) that belong in the situation, but he becomes aware of 
the being that is present and manifest in, with, and through these par¬ 
ticular beings. 

3 - In the description of revelation given above, I have talked in terms 


7 Church Dogmatics , vol. II/2, p. 52. 
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of a directly given revelation. This, however, is probably a relatively rare 
occurrence, and we must remember from an earlier discussion the distinc¬ 
tion that was drawn between “classic” or “primordial” revelations on 
w h* c h communities of faith get founded, and the subsequent experience 
of the community in which the primordial revelation keeps coming alive, 
so to speak, in the ongoing life of the community so that the original dis¬ 
closure of the holy is being continually renewed . 8 We may speak of “re¬ 
petitive revelation, and the sense of this adjective will be explained in the 
next section. For the moment, however, let us simply note that the general 
description of revelation given in this section is not meant to imply that 
every religious person has a direct revelation of being. For the great ma¬ 
jority, it will be a case of reliving some classic revelation, but even such 
repeating,” if it is not just a conventional attachment to a religious com¬ 
munity, will mean something like a first-hand participation in the pattern 
of awareness that we have tried to trace, from the sense of finitude to the 
sense of the presence of the holy. 


16. REVELATION AND THE MODES OF THINKING 
AND KNOWING 

Continuing our analysis of revelation, we must now turn to the task of 
trying to locate the revelatory experience in the area of man’s general 
cognitive experience. It has been said that the revelatory experience is not 
self-authenticating and might be . illusory. However, its trustworthiness 
would be supported if we found that it is not an experience utterly mys¬ 
terious and isolated, and if we were able to find something like parallels 
and connections in our more mundane experience or in the accounts of 
knowing and thinking that we find in secular philosophers. It is true that 
there must be a uniqueness about revealed knowledge that sets a great dif¬ 
ference between it and our everyday knowledge of relatively common¬ 
place matters, and I do not wish to minimize this difference. Nevertheless, 
it would be a still greater error to think of revealed knowledge as com¬ 
pletely unrelated to the more familiar modes of knowing. The philosophi¬ 
cal theologian has a duty to try to show where this knowledge belongs 
within the entire field of knowledge. What is required is something like an 
epistemology of revelation, though the term “epistemology” is somewhat 
presumptuous for the limited treatment which the question receives here. 


8 See above, pp. 8-9. 
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I propose then to set out briefly a scheme or frame of reference in 
which we can locate the principal modes of thinking and knowing, and 
then ask whether we can find a place for revelation in this scheme. Read¬ 
ers will notice that the outlines of the scheme reflect the philosophy of 
Martin Heidegger, though there arc considerable differences in detail and 
the scheme as here presented is much more explicit than one finds in 
Heidegger. Nevertheless, it is important to notice that this discussion of 
revelation can go on in terms drawn for the most part from secular phi¬ 
losophy, so that we are still adhering to the general procedures laid down 
earlier for philosophical theology. 

The first level of thinking is the kind which Heidegger calls “calcula- 
tive ” thinking—sometimes, indeed, in his polemics against its dominance, 
he will h ardly allow it to be called “thinking” at all. Nevertheless, this is 
probably the commonest mode of thinking and the one in which we are 
for the most part engaged in our everyday activities. Such thinking is in 
the subject-object pattern, for what we think about is an “object” to us, 
that is to say, it stands over against us and outside of us. Our thinking is 
directed toward handling, using, manipulating this object, and incorporat¬ 
ing it within our instrumental “world.” The_most sophisticated develop¬ 
ment of such thinking is, of course,, technology. In theoretical science, the 
elements of utility and concern are dimmed down so that the scientist 
approaches the attitude of the mere spectator; whether in fact one can 
ever reach the stage of pure beholding is doubtful, but in any case the 
objective character of that which we think about remains. 

The knowledge corresponding to this kind of thinking is objective 
knowledge. In all such knowing, we transcend what is known. We subject 
it, in the sense of rising above it and, to some extent, mastering it. Even to 
have acquired some purely theoretical knowledge of natural phenomena 
is to have extended our control over the environment, if only in the sense 
that we are in a better position to predict the course of events. In the 
acquisition and extension of this kind of knowledge through calculative 
thinking, we are active and our objects are for the most part passive. Our 
activities are observing, experimenting, measuring, and also deducing, 
demonstrating, and showing connections. 

This is not intended for a moment to be an exhaustive account of calcu¬ 
lative thinking or all its possible ramifications, but it may be fairly claimed 
that enough has been said to mark out on our frame of reference a wide 
and easily recognizable style of knowing and thinking, and one possessing 
fairly definite characteristics. 
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A second level of thinking we may designate, in the most gcnerd way, 
as “existential” thinking. This kind of thinking is proper to existential or 
personal being. It does not aim, as calculative thinking docs, at use or ex¬ 
ploitation, though it may aim at well-being, either one’s own or another s. 
This kind of thinking is also common in everyday existence. It does not 
take as its object what we think about, but rather recognizes what is 
thought about as another subject, having the same kind of being as the 
person who does the thinking. Most typically, then, this kind of thinking 
involves participation, a thinking into the existence of the other subject 
that is thought about, and this “thinking into” is possible because of the 
common kind of being on both sides. This kind of thinking can also be¬ 
come theoretical, where practical solicitude or interest has been dimmed 
down. Heidegger’s own existential analytic is an illustration of this. It is a 
thinking about the constitution of human existence, yet it is not a calcula¬ 
tive thinking that takes such existence as its object, but an existential 
thinking that proceeds on the basis of participation in existence. Whereas 
an objective account of fear is given in terms of physiological changes and 
overt behavior, Heidegger’s existential analysis of fear is based on the 
existent’s own first-hand participation in the experience of fear, and, prior 
to that, on his participation in a finite existence for which fear is a pos¬ 
sibility. 

A special case of existential thinking, and a very important one, is what 
is called “repetitive” thinking. The expression “repetition” is to be under¬ 
stood as meaning much more than a mere mechanical going over again. 
It implies rather going into some experience that has been handed down 
in such a way that it is, so to speak, brought into the present and its in¬ 
sights and possibilities made alive again. This can happen with an historical 
happening, or again wit|h a document, say a poem or a saying, that has 
been handed down from the past. If we are to understand it, we must 
think into it, and so think again and 'with the agent or the author. 

We can of course think of other persons in objective terms. This may 
sometimes be morally wrong, if we are considering the other person as 
simply an instrument, but in other cases there may be no moral question 
at all; a surgeon, for instance, surely has to take an objective view of his 
patient. The point however is that typically we are taking an abstract and 
reductionist view of persons if our thinking about them falls below the 
existential level. 

Corresponding to this thinking is the mode of knowledge that we call 
“personal” knowledge. Martin Buber and others have familiarized us with 
the distinction between “I-it” and “I-thou,” with the kind of knowing in 
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which “I” have “it” for my object, and the kind in which “I” and “thou” 
meet and recognize each other as subjects. One obvious difference be¬ 
tween this kind of knowing and the objective knowing that corresponds 
to calculative thinking is that whereas, as we have noted, the subject of 
calculative thinking is the active factor while its object is the passive tar¬ 
get at which the process of discovery is aimed, there must be activity on 
both sides in the case of any personal knowing. We can know the other 
person only in so far as he makes himself known or lets himself be known; 
for we know him not only by his overt behavior but to the extent to 
which he opens himself to us and actively meets us in our approach to 
him. Hence in a truly personal knowledge we do not subject the other, 
or master, or transcend him, but meet him on a footing of mutuality and 
reciprocity. 

It is often claimed by theologians that the kind of knowing that takes 
place in reve lation is of this personal kind, and that revelation is an 
“ I-tho u” meetin g between God and man. But there are many reasons for 
r ejecting t his as an unsatisfactory account. Let me mention three that 
seem conclusive. The first is that in any meeting between persons, there 
is an actual physical meeting, for a person is not a disembodied spirit. This 
physical aspect of the meeting is essential to it, for this is how words are 
spoken and heard, looks and gestures communicated and understood. It is 
very hard to suppose what a personal meeting or encounter could be like 
in the absence of the physical events which mediate it. Thus at the best 
the revelatory experience could be only analogous to an “I-thoul’ meet- 
Ing,TFncTremotely analogous at that. A second reason against the equation 
of revelation with an “I-thou” encounter is that in the latter, as we have 
seen, reciprocity and give-and-taft'jpil^ essential. There is no mastering or 
subjecting of one side by the other-. In the revelatory experience, however, 
the person who receives the revelation is utterly transcended by the holy 
being that reveals itself; and this utter one-sidedness again implies that a 
personal encounter could be only a very remote analogue. A third reaso n 
is that an “I-thou” encounter is one in which two particular beings know 
each other. But it has already been said that in revelation we do not know 
another being, but simply being. This language has still to be clarified, but 
it should be clear to us even now that this constitutes another decisive ob¬ 
jection against the description of the revelatory experience as an “I-thou” 
encounter. 

Certainly personal knowledge and the related existential thinking bring 
us nearer to the revelatory experience than the objective knowledge that 
arises from calculative thinking, especially because personal knowledge is 
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made possible only by the active self-disclosure of the person known, and 
so we get something like a parallel to the initiative of the holy in revealed 
knowledge. Thus the religious man has justification for using personal 
rather than impersonal language, though since both are inadequate, we 
shall still have to ask just how much justification there is for personal lan¬ 
guage, or indeed for any language at all that tries to express what seems to 
lie beyond all the categories of our ordinary speaking and thinking. 

However, our consideration of the two modes of thinking and know¬ 
ing, what we may call the “subject-object” mode and the “subject- 
subject” mode, raises the qu estion whether we must not consider the_pos- 
sibility of a third mode, one in which I would be subjected to that which 
is known, one in which I am transcended, mastered, and, indeed, known 
myse lf. Here Heidegger’s philosophy does point us to still another mode 
of thinking which may be what we are looking for. He calls this-“pn=- 
mordial” or “essential” thinking. It has a meditative character which con¬ 
trasts with the probing activity of calculative thinking. This primordial 
thinking rather waits and listens. Heidegger can even talk of it as an 
“occurrence of being” or as a thinking that “answers to the demands of 
being.” 9 This primordial thinking is a philosophical thinking, but it is 
described as a thinking which responds to the address of being, and is 
explicitly compared both to the insights of religion and to those of poetry. 
This kind of philosophical thinking, then, provides a kind of paradigm for 
the understanding of what is meant by “revelation,” and shows where 
revelation is to be located in the range of man’s cognitive experience. 

What would seem to happen both in the primordial thinking of the 
philosopher and in the revelatory experience of the religious man (if in¬ 
deed these two can be definitely distinguished) is that the initiative passes 
to that which is known, so that we are seized by it and it impresses itself 
upon us. But what is known is not another being, but rather being itself, 
the being which communicates itself through all the particular beings by 
which it is present, by which it manifests itself, and not least through the 
depth of our own being, for we too are participants in being and indeed 
the only participants to which being opens itself, so that we not only are 
but we exist. 

The knowledge that corresponds to primordial thinking has a gift-like 
character, and this is precisely what the religious man points to when he 
talks of “revealed” knowledge. We have seen, of course, that there must 

9 Was ist Metaphysik?, pp. 47, 49. 
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be a gift-like character even at the level of person-to-person knowing, 
but on the level of revelation, the gift-like character is enhanced and we 
have become almost passive recipients. Presumably, however, we are not 
entirely passive. All knowing involves an element of appropriation. For 
this reason, it was insisted earlier that there is a capacity for revelation. 
The response of appropriation constitutes, indeed, an essential element in 
the totality of the revelatory experience. It is much more true to say that 
being grasps us than that we grasp being, yet it grasps us in such a way 
that we are not simply overwhelmed by it. In the religious experience of 
revelation, the overwhelmingness of being is matched by its grace, the 
tremendum by the fascinans, for being gives itself and opens itself, so that 
we stand in the grace and openness of being. It reveals itself not only in 
otherness but also in kinship, so that even as we are grasped by it, we can 
to some extent grasp it in turn and hold to it. 

At this point it is necessary to remind ourselves again that anxiety and 
joy, judgment and grace, the sense of otherness and the sense of kinship, 
the tremendum and the fascinans, man’s sense of disorder and his tran¬ 
scending drive toward fulfillment, are always, so to speak, two sides of a 
single coin. Sometimes one may predominate, sometimes the other; they 
may be differently weighted in the experience of different individuals or 
generations; they may be variously evaluated by different interpreters; 
but finally they are inseparable and any attempt to seize on one side and 
to set it up in isolation can result only in superficiality. 

In this section, we have been trying to locate the revelatory experience 
within the range of man’s ways of knowing and thinking, and our argu¬ 
ment could be strengthened by a brief consideration of some of the paral¬ 
lels between revelatory experience and esthetic experience. The latter 
seems to be another type of experience that touches upon the whole exis¬ 
tence, strongly involving the feelings, yet certainly not without its cogni¬ 
tive aspect. Again, what is known in the esthetic experience is not some 
additional thing, beyond what is open to universal inspection, but rather 
the depth of what confronts us, a structure or a Gestalt that is noticed in 
the experience. This awareness, moreover, has a kind of gift-like char¬ 
acter, for the “beautiful” or the “sublime,” like the “holy” or the “numi¬ 
nous,” seems to take possession of us. The artist sometimes testifies to his 
“inspiration” in terms not unlike the testimony of the recipient of a reve¬ 
lation. It is not surprising then that Heidegger sees in the perceptive 
thinking of the poet something very similar to that primordial thinking 
which is, in turn, close to what we call “revelation.” 
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Also moral experience exhibits parallels with revelatory experience. In¬ 
deed, since the decline of the old natural theology, many people have 
believed that the argument from moral experience constitutes one of the 
strongest supports for theism. However that may be, one can at least ac¬ 
knowledge that in moral experience, one becomes aware of a claim, and 
this claim is characterized both by otherness and ultimacy. But can its 
otherness be explained by saying that this is the claim of society on the 
individual? Let us agree that the moral claim will usually be mediated 
through a society and will come to us in a form that is relative to that 
society. Nevertheless, this does not fully account for the otherness of the 
claim, and certainly not for its ultimacy. For a society too may have a 
claim laid upon it, and that claim will be characterized by otherness and 
ultimacy, just as much as any claim laid on an individual. When, for in¬ 
stance, we condemn a society as unjust, we are appealing to a criterion 
that transcends the society itself. We have already noted that cons cienc e 
at its deepest is not just the deposit of conventions defining socially ac¬ 
ceptable behavior but the drive toward an ideal of existence. We are con¬ 
fronted here again with the ambiguous relations between the social and 
the individual aspects of existence. Usually it is the sensitivity oL indi¬ 
viduals that leads to changes in social standards, and this at once places 
in question the belief that morality is just a product of society, reflecting 
its demands. The parallel between moral experience and revelatory experi¬ 
ence is assuredly not decisive, but it is one more item in the cumulative 
argument for the validity of religious faith. 

Here let it be said again that presumably a genuinely primordial think¬ 
ing or a primordial experience of the revelation of being is rare. For most 
of us there can be only the repetitive thinking that follows in the course 
of some classic experience of the holy, as that experience has come down 
to us in a concrete symbolism, and as it has subsequently been lit up fur¬ 
ther by generations of thought and experience in the community of faith 
which it founded. Yet such repetitive thinking does bring us sufficiently 
close to the primordial experience to know what the approach of holy 
being is, so that our present existence too can move in the grace and open¬ 
ness of being and thereby, we may hope, find some healing for its disorder 
and a new possibility of bringing its potentialities to actualization. 


77. REVELATION AND MOODS 

Any attempted defense of the trustworthiness of revelation must face the 
question of the part played by affective states or moods in the revelatory 
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experience, as it has been described in the foregoing pages. Stress has been 
laid on anxiety and the sense of finitude, and likewise on awe before the 
presence of the holy; allusion has been made to the teaching that the fear 
of the Lord constitutes the beginning of wisdom; and there has been an 
appeal to Otto’s phenomenological analysis of the experience of the nu¬ 
minous. Does all this mean that the account given has approximated to 
Schleiermacher’s view of religion, as essentially constituted by feeling? 
And does this in turn mean that I have conceded tacitly that religion is 
really a subjective affair, and that the statements arising out of religion, 
including the statements of theology, refer to nothing in the real world 
and have no cognitive status, but are simply “emotive utterances,” as they 
have been called, sentences that simply evince our emotions? 

If, however, there has been talk of anxiety, awe, and other feelings, 
there has also been talk of thinking and knowing, and clearly there has 
been no intention of making religion a phenomenon of emotional sub¬ 
jectivity. If by the “real world” we mean the world of particular beings, 
the things and persons actually existing in space and time, then perhaps it 
is the case that the statements of religion, or many of them, “refer to 
nothing in the real world.” But what has been suggested above is that 
these statements refer to being, and while the word “being” has still to be 
clarified, it is already obvious that being cannot be considered as a particu¬ 
lar being (and is therefore “nothing in the real world” if “real world” 
means the sum or system of particular beings), and yet is more truly 
beingful than any of the particular beings which are in virtue of their par¬ 
ticipation in being. We cannot think of being as something that is, because 
more basically still it is the condition that there may be anything of which 
we can say that it is. 

Whereas our knowledge of particular beings comes through our per¬ 
ceiving them and through the intellectual appropriation of what is given 
in perception, our knowledge or awareness of being (if indeed we have 
any) is more broadly based. It arises out of the total range of our exis¬ 
tence in the world, and not out of perception and intellection alone. It is 
only through our total experience of being in the world that we reach 
any understanding of being; and for us, being in the world means existing, 
that kind of being which is open to itself and which already has some 
understanding of its being implicit in it. Being, then, gets disclosed in 
existing. But existing is not just beholding or contemplating or perceiving, 
for it is also concern and involvement and participation. Feeling is always 
a constituent factor in existing. At any given time, feeling, understanding, 
and willing—or, if one prefers a more latinized terminology, affection, 
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cognition, and volition—are all there together in existing. They are dis¬ 
tinguishable aspects in the mental life of the existent, but they cannot be 
separated in the manner that was attempted in old-fashioned faculty psy¬ 
chologies. We are, however, disclosed to ourselves, and being is disclosed, 
in affection and volition as well as in cognition, or, perhaps better ex¬ 
pressed, all affective and conative experience has its own understanding. 
In particular, feeling and understanding cannot be sharply separated, and 
consequently one cannot sharply separate so-called “emotive” and “infor¬ 
mative” language. 

Moreover, all affective states have “intentionality,” as it is called, that is 
to say, they refer to some state of affairs beyond themselves. They are 
not purely subjective. The sentences in which they find expression when 
they are brought to words are not just “emotive” utterances, if by this is 
meant the expression of our own inner feelings. These sentences too point 
beyond the subject of the affective states. But to what do they refer? 
They do not seem to be objective assertions, like those based on the sense 
experience of things or persons perceived in the world. We must reply 
that affective states and the sentences in which they come to verbal ex¬ 
pression refer not to objects but rather to situations, and furthermore, to 
situations in which the person who experiences the affective state is him¬ 
self a participant. We are concerned here with something that is neither 
subjective nor objective, to an unbroken unity of subject and object 
within a situation or structure that is known from within. This unbroken 
unity is experienced on the level of feeling, while as yet there is no ana¬ 
lytical breakdown of the situation in discursive or subject-object thinking. 
In feeling we intuit the situations in which we find ourselves, just as in 
sense perception we intuit objects in the environment? Both modes of in¬ 
tuition belong essentially to our openness as existents. Since the feelings 
that we have in mind are those that have been mentioned earlier in our 
discussions—anxiety, awe, and such like—perhaps we should speak of 
“moods” rather than of feelings in general. A mood is something like an 
attunement to the environment, an awareness and response to the total 
situation in which one finds oneself and in which one participates. No 
amount of objective perceiving could ever disclose that of which we be¬ 
come aware in the mood. Yet the mood does not show us anything that 
does not show up in perceiving. It simply lets us be aware of the situation 
as a whole and permits us to notice dimensions of that situation which 
are disclosed to a participant but may be veiled from a mere beholder. 

Anxiety has played a key role in the foregoing discussions, and perhaps 
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some justification should be offered for its prominence. It would seem 
that anxiety, as it has been described above, has a peculiar significance in 
so far as it tends to light up not just some particular situation but man’s 
total situation in the world—man as the being in whom are conjoined 
possibility and facticity, responsibility and finitude. But even if this is con¬ 
ceded, perhaps the question will be asked whether the stress upon anxiety 
does not introduce an unhealthy, neurotic tendency into the description. 
In particular, one may remember Bonhoeffer’s insistence that faith is not 
for the extremities of life but for its center, and his rightful criticisms of 
preachers and others who would frighten men into religiosity. 10 Perhaps 
much of our religion is indeed a neurotic clutching after security, yet 
anxiety is at the center of life because of the essential fragmentariness of 
our existence, and to recognize anxiety and attend to its disclosure is 
surely a mark of maturity. T he m an who thinks he has o utgrown anxiety 
or that it is only a peripheral phenomenon may well be the immature 
person who has never been able to accept himself and who comforts him- 
selj with the illusion that all is in order. Let us remind ourselves again of 
the tensions between the polarities of existence, and of how easily we fall 
into imbalance, and move out to one extreme or the other. Aristotle’s 
doctrine of the mean has some relevance here, for he applied it to feelings 
as well as to actions. The fact that anxiety can sometimes reach an ex- 

J 

treme pitch where it becomes a pathological and disturbing factor should 
not disguise from us that there is a healthy anxiety or lead us to the op¬ 
posite extreme of trying to suppress all anxiety or sweep it under the car¬ 
pet. Anxiety belongs essentially to man’s being and discloses him in the 
very center of that being as thrown possibility. 

Let us remember too that (as Heidegger also asserts 11 ) anxiety is near 
to awe. That is to say, it does not remain in the awareness of the nullity 
of existence, but opens our eyes to the wonder of being; and the religious 
experience of awe, as has already been pointed out, is an awareness of the 
grace of being as much as it is an awareness of the overwhelmingness of 
being. When these points are remembered, the objections to giving anxiety 
such an important role are lessened. 

But perhaps a new objection will be raised here. It may be said that 
modern man does not feel awe. With the rise of science, the mystery has 
been taken out of things, so that they no longer excite awe but present a 
challenge to investigation. Whether this generalization can be accepted 

10 Letters and Papers from Prison, p. 165. 

11 Was ist Metaphysik?, p. 47. 
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and whether our apprehension of phenomena would not be greatly im¬ 
poverished if it becomes dominated by calculative thinking are questions 
we need not answer. More fundamentally, the objection rests on a failure 
to understand what the religious man means by “aw e.” This has nothing 
to do with gaps in scientific knowledge, or with a superstitious dread in 
the face of ignorance as to how this or that phenomenon occurs. It is the 
far more basic wonder that there are phenomena at all, and this wonder 
would remain untouched, perhaps enhanced, even if science had ansjKgied 
all its questions. As Ludw ig Wittgenstein rightly saw. “Not how the 
world is, is the mystical, but that it is. ” 12 

In this section a claim has been made on behalf of the trustworthiness 
of the awareness or insight that comes to us through certain moods or 
affective states, an awareness which is neither purely subjective nor purely 
objective, but which lights up the situation in which we find ourselves. 
This claim, I hope, has not been pressed in an exaggerated form, but it is 
nevertheless an important matter for what I have called the “epistemol¬ 
ogy” of revelation. If there is the kind of awareness of which I have 
spoken, then the claim of revelation is considerably strengthened, if there 
is no such awareness, then we seem to be driven toward positivism and 
toward the view that alleged revelations are in fact only illusions. But it 
has been my contention that a reasonable case for the validity of revela¬ 
tion can be made out. We can, I believe, trace something like a coherent 
pattern of experience that leads from man’s questioning of his own exis¬ 
tence to the religious confrontation with holy being; and this experience 
brings itself to expression in a way of thinking that has its own defensible 

and intelligible logic. 


18 A FURTHER SCRUTINY OF REVELATION 
The whole preceding part of this chapter has been a scrutiny of revela¬ 
tion, a description of the revelatory experience, and an examination of 
the conditions that would seem to be required for such an experience to 
be valid. But the matter is so important that we must scrutinize the claim 
of revelation in every wav possible, and in this last section we shall con¬ 
sider what more, if anything, can be done to test revelations credentials. 

This brings us back to the question of revelation and reason. In discug- 
ing natural theology, we noted that a faith-conviction has always come 


12 Tractatus Logico-Pbilosophicus, p. 187. 
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prior to any attempt to prove the existence of God, and in the present 
chapter we have tried to push back the investigation beyond the rational 
arguments to the foundations of the prior faith-conviction. We have found 
these foundations in the revelatory experiences where man becomes aware 
of the presence and manifestation of holy being. It is now more than ever 
clear to us that the work of reason comes after the conviction that arises 
out of the revelatory experience, but reason’s work is none the less im¬ 
portant for being critical rather than speculative, subsequent to the reli¬ 
gious conviction rather than foundational for it. 

While the last section made claims for a cognitive aspect in some of 
our basic moods and feelings, the claim was not an exaggerated one, for 
these feelings are notoriously fallible. I may feel fear in a situation which 
does not in the least threaten me, and such false fears or phobias are very 
common. Perhaps then the whole revelatory experience, whether it has 
been known at first hand or, as is more likely, through “repetitive” think¬ 
ing, is just an illusion, bolstered up by powerful feelings that have been 
misplaced. The feeling of a gracious presence may be just a kind of hallu¬ 
cination, brought on possibly by our desire or need for such a presence. 
Thus when the intensity of the feeling has passed, the religious man must 
try to let the situation be “recollected in tranquility,” so that he can sift 
and question and test this experience from every point of view. He cannot 
indeed go behind it, but he can examine it and consider what grounds 
there are for trusting it and what for rejecting it. 

The religious man may indeed experience some reluctance in raising 
the question of the trustworthiness of the revelation. H. H. Price remarks: 
“If you find yourself addressing someone and giving him your allegiance, 
it is a little late in the day to ask the question ‘Does he exist?’ ” 13 Probably 
the question would not be raised unless faith had been challenged in some 
way. The person may have entered a period when his faith had grown 
weak and God seemed to be absent rather than present; or his faith may 
be under attack from persons who believe that it is erroneous. Or, again, 
if he is consciously theologizing, he may deem it necessary to question the 
grounds of faith. In any of these cases, his subsequent reflection can be an 
honest consideration of evidence and not just a rationalizing process. 

These remarks bring us back to the traditional theistic proofs. Though 
they might never convince us starting from cold, as it were, they may 
have a confirmatory function. Especially in their modern formulations, 


13 In Faith and the Philosophers, cd. John Hick, p. io. 
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they seek to bring together faith and reason by facing the question of 
whether the facts of the world, as known to us in science and everyday 
experience, are compatible with belief in the grace of being, as this is sup¬ 
posed to have been made known in revelation. We have already seen that 
the picture presented by our world is an ambiguous one, but it must at 
least be shown that the faith-conviction is compatible with what we learn 
about the world through our everyday experience. 

Perhaps the religious man should be prepared to say what state of affairs 
he would acknowledge to be incompatible with his faith, and therefore 
one that falsifies it. Such a state of affairs, for instance, might be the pres¬ 
ence in the world of massive, senseless, irremediable evil. But even to say 
this shows how difficult or impossible it would be to reach a conclusive 
demonstration. How could we definitely recognize such a state of affairs? 
However, the traditional preoccupation of theologians with the so-called 
“problem of evil” shows their sensitivity to such questions. 

Certainly, it would not seem to be the case that at the beginning one 
could bring forward any clinching arguments on behalf of the validity of 
a religious faith, and indeed all one could ever hope to do would be to 
show its reasonableness , for it remains faith, and not demonstrable knowl¬ 
edge—just as the opposite point of view is not demonstrable either. But 
the reasonableness of a faith or of its corresponding revelation has to be 
weighed throughout the whole theological exposition of the revelation’s 
content. In Christianity, for instance, the question of its reasonableness 
has to be judged in the light of all its teachings about creation, sin, provi¬ 
dence, atonement, eschatology, and so on. In the end, the revelation must 
be judged as a whole, when all its implications have been unfolded. Does 
it make sense, and is it compatible with what we know of the world in 
everyday experience? 

If revelation is to be scrutinized by reason, its claims must also be tested 
by conscience. It has already been pointed out that by “conscience” is 
not meant simply the social code as this has been built into an individ¬ 
ual’s existence. 14 Such a code, and the kind of conscience which does no 
more than reflect such a code, may indeed sometimes be opposed to 
some particular revelation or alleged revelation, but it might be a question 
whether the social code and the conscience formed by it were in a posi¬ 
tion to test the revelation or whether they might not find themselves 
judged and condemned by the revelation, as a higher insight. But we have 


14 See above, pp. 63-64. 
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seen that the foundational phenomenon of conscience is man’s synoptic 
awareness of his being, in its authentic possibility and its actual disorder. 
Revelation is confirmed by conscience if, in ourselves or in the commu¬ 
nity, faith in the revelation overcomes the disorder, so that, in the well- 
known words of St. Thomas, we “perceive within ourselves the fruits of 
redemption.” 15 Such language may seem presumptuous, but any talking 
about the holy can hardly fail to have some presumption in it. On the 
other hand, there have been alleged revelations that go against conscience, 
and these have been rejected because they have been judged disruptive 
rather than creative of selfhood and community. 

Faith then takes its rise from the revelatory experience, though for the 
vast majority this will not be “primordial” revelation but a “repetitive” 
participation in such revelation, through the testimony of the community 
of faith. The revelatory experience can be located within the general 
range of disclosive experience, and some account given of its epistemologi¬ 
cal status. Revelation is then subjected to the scrutiny of reason and con¬ 
science, and presumably many reports of revelations or alleged revelations 
need to be profoundly modified or even rejected in the light of such 
scrutiny. But if we suppose that something has come through, and that 
the idea of revelation has stood up to the investigation, we may now go 
on to look more closely at the question of who or what does the revealing. 
So far I have confined myself to such expressions as “holy being,” and 
have promised further clarification. The time has now come to offer it, 
and this will occupy us in the next chapter. 


3 3 From the Office for Corpus Christi. 
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19 . the content of revelation 

A popular misconception of revelation assumes that its content consists 
of a body of ready-made statements giving us information about matters 
inaccessible to our ordinary ways of knowing, so that without the revela¬ 
tion we would have remained in ignorance concerning them. This error has 
been very common in the Christian religion, where it has been encour¬ 
aged by the Church’s preoccupation with verbal formulations, whether 
the Bible itself, or the creeds, or particular dogmatic or confessional state¬ 
ments. Corresponding to this idea of revelation is an idea of faith as assent 
to the revealed statements. 

It has already been made abundantly clear that faith . is not primarily 
assent to propositions, but an existential attitude of acceptance and com¬ 
mitment; and that revelation is not primarily given in the form of state¬ 
ments, but it is rather the self-giving or self-communication of being. 
That which discloses itself in revelation seizes the whole being of man and 
cannot be adequately expressed within the limits of language. The verbal 
expression of faith is thus subsequent to an awareness that touches the 
whole existence and that escapes the attempt to formulate it completely in 
words. Not only are our verbal formulations inadequate, they may also be 
distorting, and this is what makes it so necessary to submit every report 
of a revelation to the most careful scrutiny. The content of the revelation 
itself, then, lies back of any verbal formulations of it. 

But this fact should not be turned into an excuse for remaining utterly 
vague about what the content of revelation is. The prevalent error of 
supposing that the content of revelation consists of statements could not 
have arisen unless there were some justification for it. A revelation that 
could not be at all expressed in words would remain a purely private af- 
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fair. It could not be communicated in an articulate fashion, though it 
might indeed show itself in an obscure and implicit way in the policies of 
action adopted by its recipient. But in the absence of articulate commu¬ 
nication, there could hardly be a sharing of the revelation; and without a 
sharing, there could be no community of faith founded upon the revela¬ 
tion; and thus in turn there could be no transmission and no repetitive 
appropriation of the revelation. 

Whatever its limits, language is our most precise and reliable way of 
communicating. More than that, it is doubtful whether there could be any 
knowing or thinking worthy of the name that did not need to embody it¬ 
self in language. If revelation has a cognitive element, as is commonly 
supposed, then there must be some possibility of verbally expressing what 
is revealed. The whole theological endeavor on which we have embarked 
is sustained by the recognition of the importance of trying to bring to 
verbal expression our most fundamental existential convictions. 

These remarks have been made as a caveat against some current tenden¬ 
cies to think of religion purely in practical terms, reducing its credal con¬ 
tent to a minimum and shunning any definite formulation of belief. To 
go so far is to react much too violently against the inteliectualist miscon¬ 
ception of faith and to end up in a muddled anti-intellectualism which 
vaguely prizes faith for faith’s sake, while faith is being all the time sup¬ 
pressed through the erosion of any definite content. The danger is that 
when one rightly denies that the content of revelation is a set of proposi¬ 
tions to be received by faith, one leaves the real content of revelation so 
vague and indeterminate that there is reason to suspect whether anything 
has been revealed at all. The very use of the word “reveal” seems to en¬ 
title us to expect some clarity about what is revealed. 

In terms of the language that has been used in the earlier parts of this 
book, the content of revelation is “being” or “holy being.” Can we see 
what it is to which these words are seeking to point us? 

Let us recall an earlier part of the argument in which there were distin¬ 
guished three modes of thinking and knowing. It was pointed out there 
that we cannot study being objectively, as we can study particular beings 
in nature. Thus being cannot be transcribed into propositions or theories 
like those through which the sciences offer us a transcript of the phe¬ 
nomena of nature. If by “metaphysics” is understood the objective study 
of being, as an enterprise parallel to the scientific study of nature, then the 
content of revelation could never be transcribed in terms of a metaphysic. 

It was also claimed, however, that the confrontation of man with be- 
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ing cannot be regarded as a personal subject-to-subject encounter either, 
though this is closer to the revelatory experience than a subject-to-object 
relation toward inanimate beings. So I must part company with the many 
theologians who in recent times have claimed that the content of reve¬ 
lation is a personal encounter, which subsequently gets transcribed into 
more or less inadequate statements. It has already been agreed that the 
notion of personal encounter has some merit as an analogue, but we have 
also seen that the analogy cannot be pressed too far. -— - 

We are driven to say that the confrontation with being is sui generis, 
and this “being” which is said to disclose itself to us in such a confronta¬ 
tion is like nothing else. But our ordinary language is adapted to talking 
about particular beings with which we have dealings in the world—the 
things that we handle and use, or the people with whom we have personal 
converse. Are we not then reduced to silence about “being”? 

Certainly we can never talk of it as we do of persons or things. We can 
never talk of it in itself, so to speak, as if we could look at it from outside, 
or as if we could subsume it under some category of our thinking about 
particular beings. We ourselves are, and only through our participation 
in being can we think of it or name it, and only on the basis of its self¬ 
giving and self-disclosing to us can we know it. Thus if we say anything 
about being, we are also saying something about ourselves. Talk of being, 
however it may express itself grammatically, is neither subjective nor ob¬ 
jective talking, but holds these two together. So it must be repeated that 
it is not metaphysical talk, since this tries to take being (or, more likely, 
the sum or totality of beings) for the object of a rational investigation. 

But if the content of revelation is being, and if being cannot be con¬ 
ceived as either a thing or a person, what do we mean by “being”? Are 
we not perhaps just mystifying ourselves and other people by this talk? 
Is not “being” just an empty word, not a word that refers to anything, 
as do words like “cat” and “blue,” but just a device used to indicate logi¬ 
cal connections? 

But if the word “being” does not refer to anything, has revelation any 
content at all? The skeptic who seems rightly to deny that revelation can 
open our eyes to another being (whether a person or a thing) seems also 
entitled to go on and say that there is nothing else that can reveal itself, 
and that talk about “being” is just the final confusion by which the reli¬ 
gious man tries to hang on to the comforting belief that he has been 
granted a revelation. And if talk of “being” rather than of “God” has been 
intended as a device for keeping our philosophical theology within the 
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orbit of a secular philosophical language and avoiding the religious vocab¬ 
ulary, then we may be told that the word “being,” secular and everyday 
though it undoubtedly is (for we can hardly utter two sentences without 
employing the verb “to be”), is getting used here in just as mysterious 
and unintelligible a manner as was ever the word “God.” 

This would seem to be a crucial point in the development of our philo¬ 
sophical theology. How are we to determine the meaning of the word 
“being,” how are we to show that it has an intelligible use in the contexts 
where we are employing it, and how precisely do we propose to relate 
it to the traditional religious word “God”? 


20. THE MEANING OF BEING 

What is the meaning of “being”? We must first recall the manner in 
which this question has arisen for us. It is not the metaphysical question 
of being—if there is such a question—that is to say, a detached, speculative 
question which one can take up or lay aside at pleasure. Our question is 
rather one that has arisen in an existential context. For we began by asking 
about ourselves, and it was the confrontation with the nothingness in our 
own existence that opened our eyes to the being which contrasts with 
nothing. So our question about being is not a theoretical question, in the 
sense of one that is asked by someone who merely beholds; it is an exis¬ 
tential question in the sense that it is asked by someone who is involved in 
the question of being—someone for whom being, as Heidegger is so fond 
of saying, is an issue. 1 Man has to decide about his own being, in so far as 
he must choose among his possibilities. Biit he cannot properly understand 
his own being unless he has some understanding of being as such. Thus 
the existential question leads into the ontological question: this does not 
mean that it becomes a metaphysical or speculative question, but that the 
so-called “ontological” question is itself existentially oriented. 

A useful first step in discussing what is meant by “being” is to say what 
being is not. It is true that we cannot expect to get very far by following 
a via negationis. Nevertheless, we shall at least guard ourselves against some 
errors, and as we rule out some of these, we shall thereby delimit more 
closely the area within which the meaning of “being” is to be sought. 

i. Being cannot be regarded as itself a being, that is to say, as something 
that is. The point can be made more clearly in languages such as Greek, 


1 Being and Time } p. 8, etc. 
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Latin, German, where there are two distinct words for “being,” one of 
which gets used when the reference is to being as such, the other when the 
reference is to some particular being. Other languages, such as English, 
have to get along with an ambiguity. I£we reflect on the matter for a 
little, it is plain that “being,” as the act or state or condition of being ; 
is not the same as anything that is, and therefore not the sa me as anything 
which we can properly call a “being.” In English, the two usages are or¬ 
dinarily distinguishable by the fact that, in the first, “being” is used with¬ 
out the article or any pronominal adjective, whereas, in the second, the 
word “being” is normally preceded by “a” or “the” or “some” or “this” 
or some similar word. But this syntactical rule for distinguishing the 
usages is not invariable. 

The difference can be brought out in another way by setting out to 
enumerate the beings to be found within the world, as stars, mountains, 
rivers, animals, trees and so on. Clearly, one would never add “being” to 
such a list; for this is not another being and does not belong in the same 
category or categories as the items listed. Yet in some way, being is com¬ 
mon to all the beings. 

Since being is not itself a being, then strictly speaking one should not 
say that “being is.” Our grammar, however, is designed so that we can 
talk about beings. If we ever want to talk about being as such, then it 
would seem that ordinary grammar would need to be stretched. We have 
still to show that it makes some sense to talk about being, but meantime 
we may permit ourselves occasionally to use such expressions as “being 
is,” if we are to say anything provisionally about being. This will do no 
harm if we remember that the language is being stretched beyond normal 
usage, and if we eventually offer some justification for this. 

2. A few sentences back, it was stated that “in some way, being is com¬ 
mon to all the beings.” This might suggest that being is a property, but 
now it must be pointed out that being can no more be considered a 
property than it can be regarded as some particular being. Kant saw this 
in refuting the ontological argument. “By whatever and however many 
predicates we may think a thing—even if we completely determine it— 
we do not make the least addition to the thing when we further declare 
that this thing is” 2 We can satisfy ourselves about this much as we satis¬ 
fied ourselves that being is not a being. For if we enumerate all the prop¬ 
erties of a being, such as whiteness, hardness, roundness, and the like, we 
see that to add to the list “being,” that is to say, to assert that the thing 


2 Critique of Pure Reason, B628. 
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is, would be to do something quite different than to add to the descrip¬ 
tion, and that being is in a different category from the properties listed. 

3. Following on the last point, we can go on to assert that being is not 
a class. This was already stated by Aristotle: “It is not possible that either 
unity or being should be a single genus of things.” 3 He too was aware 
that being is not a property, for he says that there is no difference be¬ 
tween a “man” and an “existent man.” 4 Since we construct classes on the 
basis of common properties, then the point that being cannot be consid¬ 
ered as a property means that it could not be used to constitute a class. In 
any case, the whole point of classification is to make distinctions within 
the total realm of the things that are (the beings), and thus it would be 
senseless to take the total realm itself as a class. In denying that being 
(and also unity) are classes, Aristotle seems to have indicated that these 
notions have some kind of universal applicability that raises them above 
the distinctions of the categories. In the Middle Ages, the number of such 
universally applicable characters was raised to six (or sometimes ten) and 
these constituted the transcendentia. This philosophical doctrine reap¬ 
pears in Heidegger’s assertion that “being is the transcendents pure and 
simple.” 5 What is meant by this linking of the ideas of “being” and “tran¬ 
scendence” we shall investigate later, but for the moment we simply note 
that being is no more the class of beings than it is a particular being or a 
property of beings. 

4. It must also be denied that being can be equated with substance, the 
vrroKtifjLevov or substratum sometimes supposed to underlie the phenomenal 
characteristics of beings. Leaving aside some of the other problems which 
the notion of “substance” raises, it cannot be equated with “being” be¬ 
cause it is above all a static idea, having thinghood for its model. We have 
approached the idea of “being” through existence, rather than thinghood. 
This does not mean, however, that we are opposing a purely dynamic idea 
to the static notion of substance. Just as existence and selfhood imply both 
stability and dynamism, so the word ‘^bcing” (we call it, significantly, a 
“verbal noun”) has a double meaning, suggesting the act or energy of 
existin g and also the existent entity in which this act expresses and mani¬ 
fests itself. The essence of being is precisely the dynamic “letting-be” (as 
we shall designate it) of the beings, and this is quite different from the 
traditional notion of substance, though perhaps it should replace that no¬ 
tion. Incidentally, we entirely avoid Tillich’s notion of the “ground of 


3 Metaphysics, 998** 21. 

4 Op. cit., ioo5 b 27. 

5 Being and Time, p. 38. 
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being” which suffers not only from resembling too much the static idea 
of substance but is in addition, as I have shown elsewhere,® thoroughly 
ambiguous. 

5. It may be added that being is not what philosophers have sometimes 
called the “absolute,” whether this is conceived as the all-inclusive being 
or as the totality of beings or as the sum of beings; for it would be hard 
to see how such an absolute could be other than a being, even if we could 
hardly call it a “particular” being. But we have already seen that being 
is not a being, not even an all-inclusive being or a supreme being. If there 
were an inclusive or a supreme being, we would still have to inquire about 
the being of this being, the is-hood in virtue of which one could say that 
it is; and this transcendens would be more ultimate than our supposed 
absolute, for it would be the condition that there may be an absolute, or 
any being whatsoever. 

Up till now, vve have simply delimited the borders of the idea of being, 
and marked it off from what it is not. Can we now advance toward a 
more positive characterization? After all, St. Thomas claimed that “that 
which first falls under apprehension is being, the understanding of which 
is included in all things whatsoever a man apprehends.” 6 7 8 If the under¬ 
standing of being is so universal, why is it so difficult to give an account of 
it? We have already seen a partial answer to this question in the fact that 
the very universality of being leads to its getting overlooked, and that it is 
only against the background of nothing that an explicit awareness of being 
is awakened in us. We know too that often what lies closest to us is fur¬ 
thest from our explicit awareness. Can we hope then to move toward a 
fuller understanding of the meaning of “being” by trying to analyze and 
bring into the open the understanding of being which we already im¬ 
plicitly have—the understanding for which St. Thomas claims a priority, 
and which is attested by our continuous use of words expressive of being? 

A first step toward the clarification of the meaning of “being” would 
be to consider the distinctions that are often made, either in ordinary 
speech or in the history of philosophy, between “being” and some other 
words. The very fact that these distinctions are made shows us that “be¬ 
ing” is not just an empty word but that we have implicitly in mind some 
determinate meaning when we use it. s We shall say no more here about 
the distinction of being and nothing, the contrast which awakens us to 

6 Twentieth-Century Religions Thought, p. 367, n. 2. 

~ Svnnna Theologiae, la Ilae, XCIV, 2. 

8 Cf. M. Heidegger, An Introduction to Metaphysics, p. 93ff. 
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awar eness of being, but shall direct our attention to some other commonly 
recognized distinctions. 

1. Jhe jirs t dist inction to be considered is that between being and be¬ 
coming. The distinction was already known to Greek philosophy. The 
contrast between being and becoming is less sharp than that between be¬ 
ing and nothing, for becoming is supposed to lie somewhere between being 
and nothing. Whatever becomes must, in some sense, already be; yet the 
fact that it is becoming implies that it is not yet what it is on the way to 
becoming. Plato remarks: “If there be anything so constituted, as at the 
same time to be and not to be, must it not lie somewhere between pure 
being and pure nothing?” 9 

The fact that whatever becomes both is and is not shows that the dis¬ 
tinction between being and becoming is of a peculiar kind. In so far as 
what becomes is, then becoming must be included in being as well as 
distinct from it. Two consequences seem to follow. The first is that being 
cannot be identified witih a static, changeless, undifferentiated ultimate; 
for as Hegel rightly pointed out, pure being, “simple and indeterminate,” 
is just nothing. 10 In other words, the fundamental contrast between being 
and nothing would seem to be made possible only in so far as being in¬ 
cludes becoming and gets differentiated, otherwise being and nothing 
would be indistinguishable. This would seem to be a sufficient answer to 
the complaints of those who say that a philosophy or theology which 
makes basic the idea of being results in a static, abstract system that cannot 
do justice to concrete dynamic experience. This complaint misunderstands 
what is meant by “being,” for while being is indeed distinguished from 
becoming, we can talk about being and distinguish it from nothing only 
in so far as it includes becoming. The second consequence is that-becom¬ 
ing is unintelligible apart from some conception of being, in which the 
becoming is included. A mere flux would be a chaos, and so would a sheer 
pluralism. While we have already seen that a static monism is to be re¬ 
jected, we cannot go to the opposite extreme, for there could be no in¬ 
telligibility without some unity and stability of being. 

2. A second distinction is that between being and appearance. Again, 
this is a distinction that has long been recognized. It is the distinction 
between what is actually the case and what appears to be the case. For 
instance, the stick is actually straight, but it appears bent when partially 
immersed in water. But just as in the case of becoming, so with appearing, 

9 Republic, 477. 

10 The Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences, Logic, Section 87. 
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that which appears is (for nothing can appear unless in some sense it is) 
and yet may not be what it purports to be. Appearing too belongs within 
being as well as being distinguished from being; and just as static undif¬ 
ferentiated being would be indistinguishable from nothing, so being which 
did not appear could not be distinguished from nothing. Being is nothing 
apart from its appearances. So by “being” we most decidedly do not mean 
some invisible, intangible realm that is supposed to lie back of the ap¬ 
pearances, as a world of “things-in-themselves.” Being gives itself in and 
through its appearances, and nowhere else. However, it can also be screened 
by its appearances, as in all the cases like the bent stick in water (a handy 
but trivial example) where the appearance misleads. Our aim must always 
be to see the appearances in their being; and this does not mean seeing 
something else, but rather seeing the appearances as they are, in depth as 
it were, as bearers of the presence and manifestation of being. 

3. A distinction is often drawn between being and the ideal. This may 
take various forms. It may contrast something actual (the triangle drawn 
on the blackboard) with the concept of it; or, perhaps more frequently, 
there may be a moral valuation, as in the contrast between the condition 
of a society as it is and as it ought to be .-Again there would seem to be no 
absolute disjunction between the two items that are distinguished. Rather, 
the distinction seems to call attention to different levels or, perhaps one 
should say, to different degrees of plenitude, not so much in being itself 
as in the manner in which being is present and manifest in the beings, or 
in the states of affairs which these beings constitute. It seems that the 
presence and manifestation of being can be impeded or distorted, and with 
such a state of affairs we contrast an “ideal” condition in which the full¬ 
ness of being can manifest itself in and through some particular being or 
group of beings. Clearly this distinction is chiefly applicable in human af¬ 
fairs, and of course we have seen that it belongs to all human existence 
that it does not have a ready-made being but has to bring its potentialities 
for being to their fulfillment. 

We have now considered the notion of “being” twice. The first time, 
our attention was directed to what being is not; the second time, we went 
through some traditional distinctions which reveal some of the deter¬ 
minate content that belongs to our idea of “being.” We must now make a 
third attack on our problem and, in the light of what has already been 
said, try to fill out in the clearest and most affirmative terms that we can 
find, what we mean by “being.” 

1. First, it has become clear to us that there is a limit to what we can 
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say about being, for since being is not a being or a property or a class or 
even the sum of beings, it does not fall under any of our usual categories 
of thought, and so it must be regarded as strictly incomparable. That it 
docs not fall under any of the usual categories may explain also why being 
can be so easily disregarded and forgotten, for, from the point of view 
that considers only beings and their properties, being itself is nothing. We 
have already seen ample reason to believe, however, that being is not just 
nothing nor is the word “being” an empty word. Being_is rather a trait- 
scendens which, as above all categories, must remain mysterious, and yet 
is not just a bla nk incomprehensible. The very fact that it is the condition 
that there may be any beings or properties of beings is an indication that 
although we cannot say of being that it “is,” and might even say it is 
“nothing that is,” being “is” nevertheless more beingful than anything that 
is, for it is the prior condition that anything may be. 

2. Would these paradoxes be sorted out somewhat if we thought of 
being as a kind of energy that permits beings to be? The word “energy” 
has too much the flavor of physical forces, and brings us back within the 
world of particular beings. Perhaps the word “act” would be better, for 
it suggests a more highly organized energy, a unified energy which recalls 
the peculiar relation of being and becoming sketched above. Of course, 
“energy” and “act” have been very closely associated ideas in the history 
of philosophy, even if the connotations of the words have diverged in 
modern times. 

The expression which I prefer to use, however, to point to the char¬ 
acteristic of being as the condition that there may be any particular be¬ 
ings, is “letting-be.” Being, strictly speaking, “is” not; but being “lets-be,” 
and since letting-be is prior to particular instances of being, though other 
than these, we are justified in claiming that being is more beingful than 
any particular being that it lets-be, and we have justification too for using, 
with proper care and qualification, the expression “being is.” 

More must be said about the expression “letting-be,” since I will be 
making a good deal of use of this idea in the chapters ahead. In ordinary 
English usage, to “let be” often means to leave alone, to refrain from inter¬ 
fering. This is not the sense that is intended here. By “letting-be” I mean 
something much more positive and active, as enabling to be, empowering 
to be, or bringing into being. The ultimate letting-be is part of the mys¬ 
tery of being, for we cannot answer the question why anything may be, 
rather than just nothing. But because we ourselves are and our being is 
open to us, we have some understanding of what it means to be let-be; and 
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moreover, because we do have this peculiar mode of being as existents, we 
even have some idea in our experience of what it means for us to let-be, 
in a limited way. 

The religious man experiences the letting-bc of being as being’s self¬ 
giving, the grace of being which pours itself out and confers being. But 
it has been conceded that there are also men, like the character in Sartre’s 
novel, 11 who experience being as alien, so that its letting them be is like 
the imposition of a burden. 

3. This brings us then to a third point. How do we read the character 
of this essentially mysterious letting-be, or how does it let itself be read? 
We come now to two other expressions which I have been using in con¬ 
nection with the exposition of the idea of being—the words “pre sence ” 
and “manifestation.” Being, we have seen, is nothing apart from its ap¬ 
pearances in and through and with particular beings. What do we mean 
by talk of seeing the beings in a new way or seeing them in depth or in a 
further dimension, except that we become aware of the presence of being, 
that is to say, of what lets the beings be and mediates itself through them ? 
Being, which is transcendent of every particular being and is thus “wholly 
other” and the furthest from us, is also the closest because it is present in 
every being, including our own being. One might also use the expression 
“participation”: nothing can be unless it participates in being. This sen¬ 
tence is not, as it might appear at first sight, a tautology. It is meant to 
stress the presence and hence the openness and accessibility of being in 
the beings, as over against its distance and transcendence as the mysterious 
act or energy of letting-be. Being is, paradoxically, both the closest and 
the furthest. 

The expression “manifestation” refers to being’s opening itself in the 
beings. The manifestation of being is possible always and everywhere, for 
being is present in every particular being. But the manifestation may be 
most of the time latent, for we have seen how for the most part we do not 
notice being but concern ourselves only with the beings; and only in reve¬ 
latory experiences, whether primordial or repetitive, does being itself take 
the initiative and communicate itself. Not only may being be hidden, it 
may be manifested in distorted ways. This can happen because, although 
being is present in every being and therefore at least potentially manifest 
in every being, some beings can manifest more fully than others the range 
and depth of being. This we have already learned from our earlier discus¬ 
sion of being and the ideal. An atom of hydrogen, for instance, and a 


11 See above, p. 88, n.6. 
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well-integrated human self are both beings that manifest being; but the 
self manifests being much more fully than the atom. Being cannot itself be 
a person, but it may well be most fully manifested in the intricate unity- 
in-diversity that constitutes personal being. 

We may sum up then by saying that being “is” the incomparable that 
lets-be and that is present and manifests itself in and through the beings. 
But has this anything to do with what the religious man calls “God”? 


21. GOD AND BEING 

“God” is the key word of all religion and of all theology, and I have pur¬ 
posely been avoiding the use of the word until, in accordance with the 
policy that we have been following in our philosophical theology, we 
would be in a position to link the religious word with words employed 
in a secular philosophical discourse. This stage has now been reached, and 
my purpose in this section is to show the relation between God and being. 

It should be said first of all that the words “God” and “being” arc not 
s ynon yms. Few people, indeed, would suppose that they were. But the 
point is that some people experience being as indifferent or alien, as has 
already been pointed out more than once. Such people do not call being 
“God,” for to use the word “God” means that one has taken up a cer¬ 
tain attitude toward being, namely, the attitude of faith. It will be claimed 
that if we use the word “God,” it does designate being; but we should be 
clear to begin with that “God” is not a neutral designation, as “being” is, 
but one that carries important existential connotations of valuation, com¬ 
mitment, worship, and so on. We could, however, say that “God” is 
synonymous with “holy being”; and the descriptions and analyses that 
have been put forward in the earlier pages of this book have been designed 
to show us that, in spite of admitted ambiguities, it makes sense to recog¬ 
nize the holiness of being, and to take up before it the faith-attitude of 
acceptance and commitment. Our final analysis of being as the incom¬ 
parable that lets-be and is prese?it-and-manifest, is strikingly parallel to the 
analysis of the numinous as mysterium tremendum et fascmans. 

Much of our analysis has leaned upon the philosophy of Martin Heideg¬ 
ger, and although he talks of being in a religious or quasi-religious lan¬ 
guage, he has always made clear that being is not God. Are we not then 
about to make a false move when, having taken so much from Heidegger 
on which to base our philosophical or natural theology, we suddenly turn 
against him and do violence to his ideas by trying to turn his “being” into 
the “God” of religion? 
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I believe that a closer study of what Heidegger says will dispel any 
such suspicion. Perhaps rightly, he thinks that bv “God” the theologian 
has traditionally meant not “being” but “some being” or “another being” 
in addition to the world; not, it may be, a “particular being,” but still “a 
being,” even if he is called the ens realissimwn and regarded as the most 
beingful of all beings. Even an almighty being of this sort is still toto coelo 
different from being itself, and is transcended by being. One might say 
that the “forgetting of being” which Heidegger regards as characteristic 
of our Western culture has shown itself not only in the emergence of a 
technological and positivistic civilization that is concerned with particular 
beings and nothing else, but has shown itself too in the tendency of the¬ 
ology to think of God as a being rather than as being. In Heidegger’s own 
philosophy, being tends to replace God and draws to itself the attributes 
traditionally assigned to God. The question posed for theology is whether 
the theologian too must not fight against the forgetting of being, and try 
to reconceive God not as a being, however exalted, but as being, which 
must in any case be more ultimate than any being. 

Actually, our whole analysis up till now does point us to being as the 
focus of the religious man’s faith, and therefore as what he means bv 
“God.” The idea of God has undergone many changes in the course of its 
history. At the mythological level, God was conceived anthropomorphi- 
cally as a being much like ourselves, only more powerful, and he “dwelt” 
in a definite place, the top of a mountain, perhaps, or the sky. At the 
level of traditional theism, the earlier image had been considerably purged. 
Anthropomorphic elements were toned down in the interests of transcen¬ 
dence, though God was still thought of as a person, but a strange meta¬ 
physical kind of person without a body. He was no longer located in the 
sky, but he “dwelt” metaphorically beyond the world, though he kept it 
running and intervened in its affairs when necessary. He was another 
being in addition to the beings we know in the world. But science has 
shown us that the world can get along as a self-regulating entity and we 
do not need to posit some other being beyond it. In any case, such a being 
would not be an ultimate, because we could still ask about his being. Con¬ 
temporary theology is beginning to move out of the phase in which “God” 
meant an exalted being beyond the world. The next phase would seem 
to be the identification of God with what I have called “holy being,” and 
we may think of this as the phase of existential-ontological theism. So far 
is it from volatilizing or eliminating the idea of God that it makes it pos¬ 
sible for this idea to have an ultimacy that it did not have in traditional 
theism. 
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The justification for identifying the God of religion with holy being 
can come only with the detailed working out of a theology based on such 
a conception. I hope to show that in Christian theology, the understanding 
of God as being rather than as a being will bring new intelligibility and 
relevance to many traditional doctrines. 

However, the conception of God as being rather than as some being 
is sufficiently revolutionary as compared with popular ideas to demand 
some preliminary justification. We must remember, of course, that while 
in some regards the notion of God as being may seem revolutionary, it 
does in fact continue a long association of God with being in theological 
thought, an association that is found in the Greek Fathers, in St. Augustine 
and in St. Thomas, and which they in turn had taken over from the bibli¬ 
cal tradition itself. But in the history of theological thought, the ambiguity 
of the word “being” has, for the most part, not been resolved. It is only 
in the contemporary era, with the challenge to the idea of God as a being, 
that theology is finding itself compelled to reexamine the traditional as¬ 
sociation of God with being, and to clarify whether God is to be under¬ 
stood as being or as the greatest among beings. At the same time, how¬ 
ever, let it be said that if God is conceived as immeasurably the greatest 
being, so that he tends to be thought differently from particular beings 
altogether, then one is moving toward the thought of God as being; but 
this is happening only confusedly, for one has still been trying to think of 
God as a being and goes on trying to think of him in this way, even when 
the very use of a word like “immeasurably” indicates that one is trying 
to get away from the thought of a being altogether. 

In addition to their other defects, the traditional theistic proofs seemed 
to be in error in trying to argue from the existence of some entities (par¬ 
ticular beings) to the existence of another entity (an exalted being, ad¬ 
mittedly, but one conceived in the same way as the particular beings). 
The subsequent amendments of the arguments, as, for instance, the in¬ 
sistence that a “first cause” must be of a different order from any subse¬ 
quent or phenomenal causes, is basically an attempt to get away from the 
notion of a being to the notion of being. But again, this is happening only 
confusedly, and to recognize what is happening would demand giving the 
“proof” a new look altogether. 

But does the equation of God with being and the denial that he is a 
being not amount to atheism? To this it may be replied that the word 
“atheism” must always be understood in relation to what it denies. Pre¬ 
sumably most modern men deny the gods of mythology, and so from the 
point of view of a believer in these gods, they are atheists. Likewise, one 
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may suppose, the denial that God is a being would seem to be atheism to 
one who believes that there is such a being. I have spoken of an “existen¬ 
tial-ontological theism” as distinct from “traditional (or metaphysical) 
theism.” This existential-ontological theism is opposed to its own corre¬ 
sponding atheism. This atheism is the denial of the holiness of being, and 
consequently the denial that man should have faith in being or take up 
the attitude of acceptance and commitment before being. The distinction 
between the believer and the atheist, or between faith and unfaith, is just 
as clear in existential-ontological theism as it was in metaphysical theism, 
and is perhaps more important, for here atheism, like faith itself, gets un¬ 
derstood not so much in terms of accepting or denying a world view as 
in terms of taking up an existential attitude. 

Can we, however, say that God “exists”? For the most part, we have 
been using the word “existence” in the restricted sense in which it is em¬ 
ployed by the philosophers of existence, to mean exclusively the kind of 
being that belongs to man. If we use the word in this specialized sense, 
„ then we cannot say that God exists, just as we cannot say that a river 
exists, or a horse, or an angel. But this has nothing to do with the question 
of the “reality” of any of them. Traditionally, the word “existence” has 
been used in a much wider sense, to mean anything that has being. It is in 
this wider sense that one has been accustomed to argue for or against the 
“existence” of God. Strictly speaking, however, one cannot say that God 
“exists” in this way either, for if God is being and not a being, then one 
can no more say that God is than that being is. God (or being) is not, but 
rather lets be. But to let be is more primordial than to be, so that, as has 
already been said, being “is” more “beingful” than any possible being 
which it lets be; and this justifies us using such expressions as “being is,” 
provided we remain aware of their logically “stretched” character—a 
character which will be clarified in the next chapter. So it can be asserted 
that, while to say “God exists” is strictly inaccurate and may be mislead¬ 
ing if it makes us think of him as some being or other, yet it is more 
appropriate to say “God exists” than “God does not exist,” since God’s 
letting-bc is prior to and the condition of the existence of any particular 
being. One is reminded of the rhetorical question of the psalmist: “He 
who planted the ear, does he not hear? He who formed the eve, does he 
not see?” 12 Just as it would be anthropomorphic to ascribe hearing or see¬ 
ing literally to God, so it would be a reification of him to regard him as 


12 Ps. 93:9. 
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literally “existing,” in the traditional sense. Yet since he is prior to seeing, 
hearing, and existing, and bestows being on whatever sees, hears, or exists, 
iTis more appropriate to ascribe hearing, seeing, and existing to him, in an 
oblique sense, than to deny them; for the denial that he secs, hears, or 
exists would suggest that he falls below whatever secs, hears, and exists, 
whereas he so far transcends any such beings that their most positive char¬ 
acteristics fall short and fail to reach him. 

The argument of the preceding paragraph can be put differently in a 
way that is perhaps nearer to the theological tradition by recalling the 
doctrine of analogia entis. According to this doctrine, the word “being” 
and likewise the words “is” and “exists” are not always used in the same 
sense, but sometimes analogically. If, for instance, I say that a particular 
chemical element “exists” in the sun, I am using the word “exists” in quite 
a passive sense; the chemical element is physically present in the sun, it 
can be discovered or detected there. If I say that man “exists” in the sense 
that Sartre and others say this, the word has a very active sense and indi¬ 
cates man separating himself from nature and choosing his own essence. 
But if I say that God “exists,” then the dynamic, active sense of existing is 
raised to a new unimaginable level and the limitations of human existence 
are discarded. Provided that one is clear that the word “exists” (or “is”) 
has an entire range of meanings, then it is appropriate to say “God exists.” 

Here perhaps something should be said about the meaning of the word 
“appropriate,” which we use from time to time. Are we pleading the case 
for what is “appropriate” or “fitting,” and failing to ask about what is 
true? In answer to this question, it must be replied that in the sense in 
which the word “appropriate” is used here, there is no opposition between 
what is appropriate and what is true, for appropriate language is precisely 
language that gives access to truth. The most fundamental meaning of 
“truth” is uncovering, or bringing to light. Truth is dA -qdua, unconceal¬ 
ment, so that we speak truly if what we say lights up what is talked about 
and shows it, as far as possible, without concealment or distortion. But to 
light up anything in this way is to let our minds “appropriate” it, in the 
sense of making it our own and incorporating it into our understanding. 
These points will become clearer in our discussion of the language of 
theology, 13 but it has seemed useful at this stage to point out the relation 
between “truth” and “appropriateness,” lest it should be supposed that we 
are neglecting the former. 


13 See below, pp. 145-148. 
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But let us return to our main theme. The assertion “God exists” is not 
to be taken as meaning that there is to be found a being possessing such 
and such characteristics. “God exists” is a way of asserting what would 
perhaps be more exactly expressed as the holiness of being. But it is pre¬ 
cisely the assertion of the holiness of being which is denied by atheism, 
so that our manner of interpreting the expression “God exists” in terms 
of God as being, makes not the slightest concession to atheism. It does, 
however, rule out obsolete and untenable mythological and metaphysical 
ways of thinking of God. 

If it is allowed that the equation of God with being is not to be iden¬ 
tified with atheism (for, rightly understood, it is the very opposite), what 
are we to say to the charge that our view is a kind of pantheism? Such a 
suggestion is equally wide of the mark, and rests on a gross misunder¬ 
standing. It has already been made clear that Being not only is not a be¬ 
ing, but is not the sum of beings or the totality of beings or an all-inclusive 
being. Being “is” the transcendens, and this term indicates not only God’s 
distinction from the world but his “wholly other” character as over against 
whatever is within the world. Yet at the same time, the acknowledgment 
that there “is” no being apart from beings, and that being “is” present- 
and-manifest in every being, guards against an exaggerated transcendence 
of God, such as has been common in recent theology, and seeks to do 
justice to his immanence. 

Would then our identification of God with being constitute a variety 
of panentheism, understood as the doctrine which on the one hand opposes 
pantheism by holding that God’s being is more and other than the uni¬ 
verse, but which on the other /differs from traditional theism in stressing 
the intimacy of God’s relation to the world? Perhaps the view I have been 
putting forward can be described as panentheistic, but the word is not 
important, for panentheism is itself really a variety of theism, one which 
takes care to stress God’s immanence equally with his transcendence. 

At this point we must try to clarify the notions of transcendence and 
immanence as applied to God’s relation to the world. In calling God 
“transcendent” we mean that he is other than the world, indeed, that 
there belongs to him a different order of being; and further that God’s 
being is prior to the being of the world. It seems to me that both of these 
points are adequately recognized in the understanding of God as being. 
Being is of a different order from the beings, and the dynamic letting-be 
of being is prior to the derivative existence of the beings, whether persons 
or things. The concept of transcendence implies therefore that there is 
an element of asymmetry in God’s relation to the world, and clearly this 
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is essential to any truly theistic view, as opposed to a pantheistic one. But 
it does seem to me that in much traditional theism transcendence was 
stressed to the point at which any conception of immanence was almost 
lost. That traditional view worked with what might be called a “monar¬ 
chical’’ model of God, that is to say, God was conceived as an exalted 
being bearing absolute rule over another being, the world—though ad¬ 
mittedly this other being was of a different order. Still, both were beings, 
and the relation between the two was conceived as entirely asymmetrical: 
God affects the world, but the world does not affect God; God is entirely 
self-sufficient, so that the world adds nothing to him; the world is a prod¬ 
uct of the divine will, quite external to God and with the suggestion that 
God might have created or refrained from creating and it would have 
made no difference. It is at this point that the dialectic of theology de¬ 
mands that we take up the question of God’s immanence. If we under¬ 
stand God as being, then his immanence in the world is just as fully recog¬ 
nized as his transcendence; the relation is that of being to the beings rather 
than that of one being to another, and we have seen that being is present 
and manifest in the beings. The traditional monarchical model is then 
Qualified by what may be called an “organic” model of the God-world 
relation. This alternative model allows for some elements of symmetry and 
reciprocity in the relation of God and the world: God cannot be con¬ 
ceived apart from the world, for it is of his very essence (letting-be) to 
create; God is affected by the world as well as affecting it, for creation 
entails risk and vulnerability; God is in time and history, as well as above 
them. 

All of these matters will receive fuller discussion later, but they are 
already implicit in the thought of God as being. This is not a confusion 
of God and the world, but it is a recognition of their intimate related¬ 
ness, and this accords in turn with a fully dialectical understanding of the 
transcendence and immanence of God. 

The term “God” then is adequately indicated on the frame of refer¬ 
ence by the expression “holy being.” It follows that “God” has a twofold 
meaning: an ontological meaning, in so far as the word denotes being, and 
an existential meaning, in so far as it expresses an attitude of commitment 
to, or faith in, being. These two meanings belong together in the word 
“God” and are inseparable. The word is the key word of religion because 
it already expresses the basic religious conviction—that fact and value 
belong together, that being which gives being is also gracious being. The 
assertion “God exists” may be expressed in another way as meaning that 
being “is” not alien or neutral over against us, but that it both demands 
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and sustains, so that through faith in being, we can ourselves advance into 
fullness of being and fulfill the potentialities of selfhood. 

From now on, I shall use an initial capital for “Being” when the word 
is used as an alternative for “God.” This will conform to traditional usage 
and will also distinguish this particular meaning from others. But we must 
be careful not to let this word “Being” betray us into a static notion of 
God. We have seen that Being always includes becoming, and that the 
essence of Being is the dynamic act of letting-be. So our thought of God 
is parallel to our way of thinking of the self or soul, expounded in an ear¬ 
lier chapter. In both cases, we have abandoned the traditional “substantial” 
(reified) conceptuality in favor of one that takes time and becoming 
seriously. 



The Language 
of Theology 


22. THEOLOGY, LANGUAGE, AND LOGIC 

The problem of religious language is an old one, for as soon as men began 
to reflect on religion and to discuss it, they became aware of the in¬ 
adequacy of their language. Some of them recommended silence, on the 
ground that the content of religion is inexpressible in words, and that 
when we try to talk about it, we inevitably distort it. But very few have 
been satisfied with a rule of silence. Perhaps they have recognized that if 
religion has any worthwhile insights, these must be to some extent ex¬ 
pressible in language, and they have sought to employ our language, some¬ 
times in ways far removed from ordinary usage, to put into words that 
which they believe has been opened up to them in religion. 

But while the problem of language has for long occupied those who 
have reflected on religion, it has received heightened attention in recent 
years. When I spoke briefly of theology’s need to keep in touch with 
philosophy, I mentioned logical analysis as one of the current modes of 
philosophizing. Up till now, our philosophical theology has been influ¬ 
enced chiefly by existentialism, ontology, and phenomenology, the other 
modes of philosophizing that were mentioned in the same passage. But 
we cannot and should not ignore the analyst, whose critical function is 
to examine the discourse we use. He wants to know what it means, how 
it can claim truth, how, perhaps, it shelters confusion and is misleading 
both to those who use it and to this who hear it used. He wants to know 
how the words and sentence constructions used in theology are related 
to ordinary usages. 

In the earlier phases of the interest in logical analysis, a strongly posi- 


123 



124 |l J ART one: philosophical theology 

tivistic attitude prevailed in the school. Any sentence purporting to assert 
something about a real state of affairs, so it was held, must be capable of 
being verified, at least in principle, by some sense experience; for if a sen¬ 
tence is meaningful, then it must be capable of being true or false; there 
must in turn be some criterion for showing its truth or falsity, and the 
obvious criterion is sense experience. This works well enough with every¬ 
day statements like “The Queen Elizabeth is on the Atlantic” and can in 
various ways be extended to historical assertions and other special cases. 
But it is hard to see how it could ever be extended to religious assertions 
or seeming assertions, such as “Christ is at the right hand of the Father,” 
for although grammatically this sentence is of the same pattern as the one 
about the ocean liner, there is in the case of the religious sentence no sense 
experience that would seem even remotely relevant to the question of its 
truth or falsity. So the positivists declared a sentence of this kind to be 
meaningless. Some of them would have added that it is an emotive utter¬ 
ance, evincing a feeling on the part of the person who uses the words, but 
not communicating to us anv assertion that could be true or false. 

This positivistic phase, however, involved too many questionable as¬ 
sumptions (including the verification principle itself) and was too much 
of an outrage on common sense to hold the field for long. It has been 
succeeded by a more open attitude on the part of the analyst, who no 
longer lays down in advance what arc the conditions for a meaningful 
language but acknowledges that there may be many meaningful languages 
and proceeds to look for the various logics in terms of which these lan¬ 
guages proceed. This, incidentally, would seem to be also a more gen¬ 
uinely empirical approach than was the case when the verification prin¬ 
ciple was enthroned as a kind of a priori criterion. 

To the verification principle there succeeded the more flexible prin¬ 
ciple of use. The meaning of a language is to be looked for in the way it 
gets used. This, of course, still poses a major question for the theologian. 
Can he point to some coherent and intelligible way in which his language 
is used? Can he show that it docs have a logic, so that we can see what it 
is trying to sav? These questions may be difficult to answer, but at least 
they give the theologian a chance to justify his language, and do not rule 
it out from the start as nonsensical, in the style of the older positivism. 

The recognition that there are (or may be) many meaningful lan¬ 
guages and that the meaning is to be sought in the use brings an important 
consequence. It means that language, considered only as words and sen¬ 
tences, is an abstraction that has been torn away from the living context 
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in which it gets used. The point is well made by Ludwig Wittgenstein, 
who himself pioneered the way from logical positivism to a much broader 
and more flexible conception of analysis. He writes: “Every sign by itself 
seems dead. What gives it life? In use it is alive. Is life breathed into it 
there? Or is the use its life?” 1 The point is that isolated elements of lan¬ 
guage “come alive” as they get used in wider contexts. The word becomes 
meaningful in the sentence. The sentence in turn may have to be placed 
in the context of the wider discussion to which it belonged. Eventually, 
however, this means that language itself has to be placed in the context of 
the life and experiences of the beings who use language; or, perhaps better, 
that language (words and sentences) has to be understood as the bearer 
of discourse (the conversing of intelligent, personal beings). 

It is at this point that we see the convergence of logical analysis and 
existentialism. The stress laid by Wittgenstein and others on living use 
and on putting language into its human context affords a contact with 
the things that Heidegger has said about language as an existential phe¬ 
nomenon—indeed, as time has gone on, language has become in Heideg¬ 
ger’s philosophy the existential phenomenon par excellence and.the very 
key to Being. 

But let us come back to the specific problem of theological language. 
If we accepted the verification principle, then there would be no point in 
going further, for on that basis one could never make out a case for theo¬ 
logical language. It is doubtful also whether we could ever get anywhere 
by considering theological language merely syntactically, that is to sav, 
as ordered words and sentences but apart from the existential context in 
which they are used. The justification of theological language is to be 
sought precisely by putting it in the context of the experiences which 
give rise to it and which are brought to expression in it. These are the 
experiences of the community of faith, in which men move from the 
questioning of their own being to the search for meaning and to the rev¬ 
elatory experience in which they are grasped by the grace of Being. The 
language in which they express this has its intelligible logic in the pattern 
of experience through which they move. 

So far as a description of this pattern of experience has already been 
given in this book, the foundation has been laid for an explication of the 
basic logic of theological language. The experiences described and brought 
so far as possible into the open for scrutiny and examination provide the 


1 Philosophical Investigations, p. 128". 
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frame of reference against which the meaning of theological language is 
to be seen. Already such words as “sin,” “grace,” “faith” and, finally, the 
word “God” itself have been assigned their meanings in the course of the 
existential analysis which must be coordinated with any logical analysis if 
indeed language is to be studied not as a dead precipitate but as living dis¬ 
course in a community of human existents. Now, however, the structure 
and logic of theological language must be studied somewhat more closely. 


23- LANGUAGE AND THE THEOLOGICAL SITUATION 
What happens when something is said? It would seem that the typical act 
of saying belongs to a situation constituted by at least three factors: the 
person who does the saying, the person to whom something is said, and 
the matter about which something is said. The language (what is said, the 
words and sentences) becomes the link that brings together the three fac¬ 
tors. Here we are going to think especially of what happens when what 
is said is a statement (rather than a command, question, or the like) and, 
above all, a theological statement. The analysis will take a threefold form, 
as we consider in turn each of the three factors and how it is related in the 
act of saying that brings them together. 

First, then, we have to consider the person who does the saying. From 
his point of view, the language expresses, that is to say, brings out into the 
open and makes accessible what otherwise would have remained hidden 
in his private thought and experience. There are, however, different 
degrees to which our language can express our thought and experience. 
Some language expresses only what we observe as spectators, that is to 
say, it dims down everything that belongs to our feelings, valuations, 
interests, and striving in the situation, and expresses only what stands over 
against us as object. This language is as impersonal as possible, and the 
paradigmatic case is the language of science. Some modes of language, 
on the other hand, express a wider range of the existent’s being in the 
world. They introduce precisely those personal elements which a strictly 
objective language dims down. Personal language is spoken by the whole 
self, not merely by the intelligent subject which is an abstraction from 
the self in its total range of experience. But it is utterly superficial to sup¬ 
pose that because a language introduces personal factors of valuation, 
feeling, and so on, it must be classed as “emotive” and denied any cogni¬ 
tive status or any claim to be thought true or fales. Such language need 
not be subjective. It may well light up a situation which we see through 
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our participation, and I have already argued that affective states cannot 
be dismissed as mere subjective emotions. 2 

Considered, then, from the point of view of the person who does the 
saying, or in terms of what it expresses, the language of theology ex¬ 
presses total existence. Here the word “existence” is used for man’s mode 
of being in the world, and the adjective “total” indicates the whole range 
of this being, as cognitive, affective, and conative. To put it in another 
way, theological language expresses faith, and we have seen that faith is 
not just an intellectual assent, but an existential attitude of the whole self 
—an attitude of acceptance and commitment in the face of being. 

Thus theological language has a complex meaning. The dogmas of 
religion do not express the view of a neutral observer, as the pronounce¬ 
ments of science are supposed to do; on the other hand, they do not have 
(as some of the Catholic modernists were alleged to have held) only a 
practical sense, as expressing an intention to follow a policy of action, 
for although they do express something of the sort, this is inseparable 
from the conviction that such a policy is both demanded and supported 
by the structure of reality. Still less could theological statements be taken 
as expressing only subjective emotion, for again, although elements of 
feeling underlie them in a way which is not the case with scientific as¬ 
sertions, these affective elements are inseparable from what are believed 
to be insights into the way things are. This complexity of theological lan¬ 
guage was already made clear to us when we took note of the meaning of 
“God” as “holy being,” an expression which points both to being and to 
our experience of and response to being as holy. Ian Ramsey has well 
described the complex mode of expression that belongs to religious and 
therefore to theological language, in terms of “commitment” and “discern¬ 
ment.” 3 He rightly points out that if there were no discernment expressed 
in the language, then the commitment would be bigotry or fanaticism. 

If then we are willing to agree that theological language, though ad¬ 
mittedly impregnated with feeling and valuation, is nevertheless the ve¬ 
hicle for understanding and insight, so that it tells us something, we must 
now ask what it is that this language lights up for us. So we are consider¬ 
ing now the relation between the language and that which it talks about. 
To what does this language refer? On what, so to speak, does it cast a 
spotlight, so that we can see what is talked about? 

It must be replied, in view of all that has already been said, that theo- 

- See above, pp. 64-65. 

:i Religious Language, p. 47. 



128 | PART one: philosophical theology 

logical language refers ultimately to Being. However, since it does not 
speak of Being as if this were an object that could be subjected to ra¬ 
tional investigation, as in a metaphysical theory, but only of Being as 
known in the revelatory experience, then it talks always of Being as it 
relates itself to us. In theology, we talk of Being only as we ourselves are 
embraced by Being and have recognized its holiness. We can agree with 
Calvin’s statement that “our mind cannot conceive of God without ren¬ 
dering some worship to him.” 4 

But how can our language refer to Being? It would seem that our 
language is adapted to talking about beings, whether persons or things, 
and about the properties, relations, activities, and so on of these beings. 
Being is not itself a being, and it has already been described as an “incom¬ 
parable,” since it does not fall under any of the usual categories. Yet we 
have also seen that “being” is not an empty word or merely a logical 
operator. It is true that it refers to nothing in the world of particular 
beings, but this does not imply that it has no reference whatever, for the 
“nothing” to which it refers is more beingful than any particular being. 
We have traced the meaning of “being” from man’s fundamental aware- 
ness of the “nothingness” of his own existence, and have tried to delimit 
more clearly what this word “being” signifies. But even if we have had 
some success in these matters, how can we say anything about being? 

Already it has been indicated that this can be done only by a “stretch¬ 
ing” of ordinary linguistic usage, and we have been using expressions like 
“being is” in the awareness that strictly speaking they are inappropriate 
or odd, but with the promise that such usages would be justified in due 
course. 

It is clear that any assertions about Being cannot refer in the direct and 
straightforward way in which an assertion about an empirical fact refers, 
as when I say, “The cat is on the mat.” But the fact that language does 
not refer in a straightforward manner but may refer in some rather odd 
way is no reason for despising such language. Indeed, as Ian Ramsey re¬ 
marks, “we might even conclude in the end that the odder the language, 
the more it matters to us.” 5 Certainly, if we can say anything about Being, 
it would matter much more to us than some trivial statement about where 
the cat happens to be sitting; but we would also expect that it would have 
a much more complex logic. One could argue that it is precisely by a 
stretching of ordinary usages that language develops and becomes capable 

4 Institutes of Christian Religion, I, ii, i. 

3 Religious Language, p. 48. 
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of expressing and communicating in more and more sophisticated ways. 
It is not necessary to read very far in the literature of philosophy to learn 
how philosophers have done violence to the conventions of the language 
that they found in order to express their insights. 

The language of religion and of theology abounds in modes of dis¬ 
course in which language has been stretched beyond its normal usages. 
We would utterly misunderstand such language if we took it in its literal 
sense, as if it referred in a straightforward way; the reference of this 
language is rather to be understood as oblique, perhaps ostensibly point¬ 
ing to some particular being, yet opening a way into an understanding of 
being. There are of course many purely secular examples of oblique lan¬ 
guage, in metaphor, allegory, and the like. Every language too is full of 
dead metaphors, and these show how its vocabulary has grown and be¬ 
come ever richer. 

The odd character of religious and theological language is commonly 
recognized when we speak of it as “mythological,” “symbolical,” “ana¬ 
logical,” “paradoxical,” or whatever it may be. The necessity for this odd¬ 
ness is already plain to us: Being is not a being, but since our language is 
adapted to talking about beings, then we must talk of Being in the lan¬ 
guage appropriate to beings. The justification for such odd language lies 
in our doctrine that Being is present and manifest in the beings, and that 
indeed it is only in and through beings (including our own being) that 
we can have any understanding of Being. The presence and manifesta¬ 
tion of Being in beings, or, alternatively expressed, the participation of 
beings in Being, justifies the logic of a language of beings that has been 
stretched to serve as a language of Being. This will have to be explicated 
in more detail for the different modes of religious and theological dis¬ 
course, a task which will be undertaken in the next section. 

Meantime, to complete our analysis, we have still to consider the act 
of saying from a third point of view, that of the person to whom some¬ 
thing gets said. From his point of view, the language commimicates, and 
this is to be understood primarily as a sharing. It is a sharing of the experi¬ 
ence that is expressed in the language, and a sharing of that to which the 
language refers and which it seeks to light up. In the case of theological 
language, what is intended to be communicated is the understanding of 
Being that has been appropriated in the attitude of faith. 

Such sharing, however, can take place only where the person who is 
addressed already has a common frame of reference with the person who 
addresses him. He has got to understand the language, and if he does not, 
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then no communication takes place. He will not understand if, let us say, 
the language is a foreign one which he has never learned. But he will not 
understand either, if the language, though his own, is used in unfamiliar 
ways or implies a background of ideas that are unfamiliar. The contempo¬ 
rary man, for instance, may well find that a myth does not communicate, 
because he does not share the presuppositions of that particular myth; or 
again, that the language of the Church does not communicate because it 
alludes to experiences, stories, doctrines, practices, and the like that are 
shared by the members of the community of faith but are strange to him. 

Failure to communicate raises the problem of translation and of in¬ 
terpretation. Can what is said be transposed into a language that will com¬ 
municate to the person whom it is desired to address? It will be recalled 
that for interpretation there are needed two languages which can be used 
in parallel and each of which will illuminate the other. 6 This can happen 
in many different ways. The translation of, let us say, Greek into English 
is also an interpretation. The setting of one analogy alongside another is 
an interpretation in which both of them may be clarified. However, in 
seeking to interpret, we must look for the kind of language that will be 
as widely understood as possible, and this means a language with a uni¬ 
versally accessible frame of reference. This is why so much stress has been 
laid in this book on the place of the language of existence and being. If 
communication is sharing, then we all share our human mode of exis¬ 
tence; and if theological language is to be shown meaningful and is to 
communicate with the person who does not share the vocabulary of some 
particular community of faith, then it ought to be possible to offer an 
interpretation that will relate theological discourse to the frame of refer¬ 
ence that we all share as human beings in the world. This has been a major 
aim of this philosophical theology, but our deliberate concentration on the 
somewhat austere language of existence and being should not blind us to 
the fact that most theological discourse takes place in more concrete 
modes. We must now look more closely at some of the commoner modes 
of theological discourse, and consider how they are related both among 
themselves and to the basic language of existence and being. 

24. THE MODES OF THEOLOGICAL DISCOURSE 
Theological discourse arises out of religious discourse, and its roots must 
be sought in the pre-theological language of religion. This is the language 


6 See above, pp. 37-38. 
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of mythology. One might say that mythology is a kind of primitive the¬ 
ology", in so far as the myths try to give verbal expression to the content 
of religious faith. But mythology falls short of theology properly so 
called, just as it falls short of philosophy, for, as compared with both of 
these studies, it lacks the ordered systematic approach that is characteristic 
of an intellectual discipline. Mythology may contain an implicit theology 
and perhaps an implicit philosophy too; but it is itself a matrix for the¬ 
ology, rather than a form of theology. On the other hand, elements of 
mythology may persist even in highly systematized theologies. 

To characterize myth both briefly and adequately is not easy. Yet 
some attempt must be made to delimit the area of discourse that can 
properly be called “mythological,” for some writers use the word “myth” 
far too loosely, to cover any kind of symbolical discourse; and since per¬ 
haps all our talking has a symbolic element in it, the frontiers of myth 
become so extended and so blurred that the word “myth” has no longer 
sufficient precision to be fit for use in a serious discussion of language. 

The following remarks will perhaps serve as a minimal characteriza¬ 
tion of what we mean by “myth.” The form of myth is narrative, and its 
language is therefore dramatic and concrete rather than scientific and 
generalizing. Yet this does not mean that the myth is tied to a particular 
occurrence, for the occurrence which it relates is taken to be in some 
sense a paradigm and significant for what goes on now. Moreover, ideas or 
images may get detached from the narrative and be used in other contexts, 
and these may be called “mythical” ideas, but their “home,” so to speak, 
is in the mythical narrative; they presuppose this, and are ultimately to be 
understood in the light of it. Some students of mythology have seen in 
the concrete narrative form of the myth a consequence of the poverty 
of primitive language, which had relatively few words for abstract ideas. 
But on the other hand, the concrete narrative form has its own vivid 
power of communication—a power that is still exploited by novelists and 
dramatists in a post-mythical age. The events narrated in myth are, in one 
sense, of a piece with other events in the world, for they are accessible to 
the senses and can be seen, heard and, generally speaking, described in 
sensuous terms. This is to say that the language of myth is an objectifying 
language, and speaks of the mythical happenings in the same way as we 
would speak of any events in the world. But in another sense, these myth¬ 
ical events are different from ordinary events. They have frequently the 
character of miracles and wonders, and they are not subject to the ordi¬ 
nary considerations of space and time and causality. The mysteriousness 
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of these events is heightened by the fact that they are put beyond the pos¬ 
sibility of verification, for the action of the myth generally happens in 
some utterly remote region of space and time. The persons of the myth 
have the same twofold character as the events. In one sense they belong 
within the world, for they are seen and heard, or at least they manifest 
themselves through some sensible phenomena. Yet the principal actors in 
the myth are no ordinary persons, but gods or spirits or demons who 
come from “another world,” a heaven or a hell, which again might be 
given an actual physical location in the sky or in the west or under the 
ground. Finally, we may notice the evocative character of mythical 
language. It is a language heavily laden with connotation. At the mythical 
level, the distinction of literal and figurative, of symbol and what is 
symbolized, has not yet been made. It could be made only when some 
alternative language became available, and an interpretation of the myth 
could be offered. While the objectifying language of myth seems to give 
it an inappropriate literalness, its extraordinary events and its supernatural 
dramatis personae make it suggestive of dimensions of experience beyond 
those of our everyday dealings with the world. 

We ourselves live in a post-mythical age. Perhaps we have our own 
superstitions, but these are not “myths” within the meaning assigned to 
the word in the foregoing discussion. With the rise of science, the back¬ 
ground of presuppositions on which mythical discourse proceeded has 
been gradually destroyed. Thus modern man finds that myth does not 
communicate to him, for the condition that language may communicate 
is precisely that one shares a frame of reference with the person who uses 
the language. 

Yet perhaps the modern man can still catch something of the evoca¬ 
tive and allusive character of the myth, and suspects that in spite of its 
apparent absurdities, it may contain insights that remain valid and are not 
to be dismissed as just primitive superstition. But if these insights are to be 
elicited, a new act of interpretation is called for, so that the insights of 
the myth can be expressed in a language that can communicate in a post- 
mythical world. It may be that in the end, after such an interpretation has 
been offered, one can go back to the myth with a new appreciation. Cer¬ 
tainly, one’s attitude will be different from that of the archaic mentality 
that lived in the as yet undifferentiated myth, for now one recognizes the 
myth as myth. Yet, if an interpretative key has been found, the dramatic 
form of the myth may be found to communicate its insights with a force¬ 
fulness that would not belong to an abstract language. 



The Language of Theology | 133 

The most successful attempt to restate the meanings which the myths 
tried to express is the method of demythologizing , as developed by Rudolf 
Bultmann. “Its aim,” he tells us, “is not to eliminate the mythological 
statements, but to interpret them; it is a method of hermeneutics. In 
Bultmann’s view, myth is primitive man’s attempt to express in words an 
understanding of his own existence in the world. It is an attempt to answer 
the question, Who am I?—a question which is posed by existence itself, 
for we cannot exist responsibly without deciding to understand our ex¬ 
istence in one way or another, even if such an understanding is not made 
explicit. Certainly one can see that this question comes before any specu¬ 
lative questions, and is much more likely to be the motivation of a creation- 
myth, let us say, than the relatively sophisticated and detached question. 
How did things begin? 

Bultmann has been able to show how myths of the creation, the fall, 
the last things, can be existentially interpreted, and when this is done, the 
block in communication is at least to some extent overcome. The myths 
can be shown to conceal within themselves a self-understanding which is 
just as relevant today as ever—a self-understanding in which we are made 
aware of the finitude and disorder of a human existence that is always 
lived in the face of the end. The fact that Bultmann’s method produces 
such a coherent and convincing picture is itself a remarkable testimony to 
the soundness of that method. He is surely right in stressing the existen¬ 
tial orientation of religious language, and this needs to be stressed since 
the objectifying language of myth can easily obscure it from us. 

The danger inherent in existential interpretation of myth is that it 
tends to subjectivize the whole content of the myth, so that all the ideas 
of the myth, including even the idea of “God,” are taken to refer to ele¬ 
ments of our own inner life. Bultmann himself would reject such an in¬ 
terpretation. He claims that existential interpretation is not a subjectiviz- 
ing, for existence is encounter with what is other than the self, and in faith 
we encounter a transcendent reality that is independent of our existence 
and, indeed, prior to it. But to acknowledge this is to admit that the con¬ 
tent of the myth cannot be exhaustively interpreted in statements that 
refer to human existence. The myth has also a transcendent reference, and 
while it does not speak of a transcendent reality apart from the way in 
which that reality relates to human existence, nevertheless it does not per¬ 
mit this reality to be absorbed into existence as a mere constitutive fac- 


7 Jesus Christ and Mythology, p. 18. 
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tor belonging to it. In his interpretation of myth, Bultmann finds it neces¬ 
sary to employ what he calls “analogical” language about “God’s acts,” 
“God’s address” and so on, and whatever this may be, it is not straight¬ 
forward talk about human existence. 

It w r ould seem then that an interpretation of myth, if it is not to short¬ 
change the myth and leave out an essential element in its content, must 
take account of its ontological as well as its existential significance. The 
myth talks indeed of our human existence, but it talks of this existence 
in relation to Being, in so far as Being has disclosed itself. The myth seeks 
to express not only a self-understanding but an understanding of Being. 
This, however, brings us back to the question of how a language that can 
properly talk only of beings can be so stretched or modified that it can 
talk about Being. If this can be done at all, it can be done only in some 
such way as Bultmann suggests when he talks of “analogy,” that is to say, 
by taking some phenomenon (“act,” “address”) that belongs properly 
within the existence of beings and then referring it indirectly to God or 
Being. But Bultmann never gets around to discussing this problem in any 
detail. His chief achievement has been to stress the existential character of 
myth. 

If we are to pursue the interpretation of myth on the ontological level, 
then it would seem that we must find some way of dealing with the prob¬ 
lem of symbols. In myth itself, the symbol and that which is symbolized 
have not yet been clearly distinguished. As soon as we recognize a symbol 
as a symbol, we have taken a step back from the myth and emerged from 
a purely mythological way of thinking and talking. Thus, although it is 
often said that myth is indispensable to the expression of religious truth, 
this statement is not accurate. What is meant is that religious or theologi¬ 
cal language cannot dispense with symbols, specifically, the symbols 
drawn from myth and perhaps even whole stories that belong to a par¬ 
ticular context of mythology. But the fact that these symbols are now 
understood as symbols and that they can be discussed and illumined in 
an alternative interpretative language indicates that the person who can 
handle them in this way has transcended a purely mythical apprehension 
of the symbols. As I have said elsewhere, 8 the transition is like the one 
that lies between one’s apprehension of a dream while the dream is going 
on, and one’s apprehension of it after waking up, when perhaps one re¬ 
flects on it and puzzles over what it might conceivably have “meant.” 


8 The Scope of Demytbologizing, p. 203. 
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In the widest sense of the word, a “symbol” is anything which is pre¬ 
sented to the mind as standing for something else. In this broad sense, 
symbolism is all-pervasive of life, and there are almost innumerable kinds 
of symbols. A discussion of symbols in general would turn into an en¬ 
cyclopedic survey of human knowledge. So our first step must be to re¬ 
strict within manageable dimensions the area which can profitably be dis¬ 
cussed here, and even so our discussion will be all too brief. The restric¬ 
tion can be made by drawing some distinctions. 

We notice first that words (and even the letters out of which written 
words are made up) are symbols, so that in the broad sense all language 
has a symbolic character. When, however, we speak of “symbolic lan¬ 
guage,” we generally have a fairly definite kind of language in mind, a 
kind in which the words are not understood in their direct or proper 
reference but in which they, so to speak, bounce off that to which they 
properly refer so as to impinge at a distance on a more remote subject- 
matter, to which the speaker wishes to refer. We restrict ourselves then, 
in the first place, to symbolic language in the narrower sense, where it is 
distinguished from literal language. 

We must also notice that while the language is symbolic, that which 
serves as the intermediary between the language and its ultimate referend 
can also be called a “symbol.” For instance, when Christ is called the 
“light of the world,” 9 the language is symbolic, for he is not being liter¬ 
ally identified with physical illumination, and the reference bounces off 
the proper referend of the expression to some other referend. But not 
only the language is symbolic, for we can also say that light itself is a 
symbol, and that what enables light to function as a symbol are its actual 
properties, which become suggestive of that which it symbolizes. 

This leads to a further distinction, that between a conventional symbol 
and an intrinsic one. 10 The conventional symbol has no connection with 
what it symbolizes other than the fact that some people have arbitrarily 
agreed to let it stand for this particular symbolizandinn. The intrinsic 
symbol, on the other hand, has in itself a kinship with what it symbolizes. 
But the distinction between the two types is not so clear-cut as it is some- 

9 John 8:12. 

10 Tillich’s distinction between “sign” (as arbitrary pointer) and “symbol” (as par¬ 
ticipating in what is symbolized) is to be avoided as at variance with good English 
usage. We say, “Clouds are a sign of rain,” and there is obviously an intrinsic con¬ 
nection between the sign and what it signifies, nor could we substitute the word 
“symbol.” On the other hand, we talk of “mathematical symbols,” “symbolic logic” 
and the like, where the symbols are for the most part arbitrary. 
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times thought to be. This becomes apparent if we consider a slightly dif¬ 
ferent statement of the distinction, given by Edwyn Bevan. He dis¬ 
tinguishes between symbols which tell us nothing about what they sym¬ 
bolize and those which convey knowledge about what they symbolize. 11 
It is interesting to notice that whereas Tillich thinks of a national flag as 
an intrinsic symbol because it “participates in the power and dignity of 
the nation for which it stands,” 12 Bevan thinks of a flag as belonging to 
the first of the two classes of symbols which he distinguishes. It may re¬ 
mind. us of everything that we have learned about a nation because we 
have been taught to associate it with that nation, but it does not open up 
for us any new understanding for it has no intrinsic connection with that 
for which it stands. But Bevan claims that there are other symbols which, 
by what they are in themselves, have a kinship with what they symbolize 
and can enable us to understand it. Among these he would put the most 
important religious symbols, such as light, which we have already men¬ 
tioned. 

In practice, it might be very difficult to distinguish sharply among 
symbols that were purely conventional, symbols which through historical 
association had come to “participate” in the qualities of their symboli- 
zaJida, and symbols possessing inherent characteristics having an affinity 
with the characteristics of what was symbolized. How blurred are these 
distinctions may be illustrated from the fact that the wheel has often been 
used as a symbol of industry in the West while in the East it symbolizes 
the cycle of existence. Both uses can claim to be based on intrinsic con¬ 
nections yet both obviously depend on historical associations and, one 
might say, on a whole world view. But while it is difficult to draw hard 
and fast lines, our discussion—and this is our second restriction—will be 
in the main confined to symbols which seem to have an intrinsic relation 
to their symbolizanda and can be illuminating for them. 

Another point that emerges from these remarks deserves to be noticed. 
It is the fact that any particular symbol or group of symbols is opera¬ 
tive within a more or less restricted group of people. There could hardly 
be a private symbol, for a symbol communicates only where there are 
the prerequisite shared presuppositions for communication. The national 
flag is a symbol for those who belong to the nation and have some idea 
of the history and ideals which the flag represents. But the flag would 
be meaningless to someone who knew nothing of this history. Religious 
symbols belong to a community of faith. The cross speaks to the Chris- 

11 Symbolism and Belief, pp. 11-12. 

12 Dynaviics of Faith , p. 42. 


The Language of Theology | 137 

tian, the crescent to the Muslim, but without a participation in the history 
of the community, no one could recognize what is conveyed by these 
symbols. But if there can be no private symbols, it may be doubted 
whether there could be any universal symbols either, symbols that would 
speak at all times and to all peoples. If there are any such symbols, they 
would be of the second kind mentioned by Bevan, and would have an 
intrinsic and illuminating connection with what they symbolized. But the 
illustration of the wheel, given above, makes us doubt whether there 
can be any intrinsic connections that would not be obscured or altered 
by historical circumstances. The symbol of light comes pretty near to 
being a universal symbol of God among the great religions of the world. 
Yet because light for the modern man has become just another physical 
phenomenon, it seems that even this symbol might cease to speak in some 
historical periods that lacked receptivity for it. 

Perhaps in the interpretation of symbols we can never do more than 
illumine one set of symbols by another set—that is to say, it may be that 
we can never leave symbols entirely behind. But the fact that symbols 
communicate within smaller or larger groups indicates a direction in 
which interpretation should proceed. It must move from the less widely 
to the more widely received symbols, from those which operate in the 
small group to those which have a wider accessibility. It is for this reason 
that so much stress has been laid throughout this philosophical theology 
on the language of being and existence, for this is something like a uni¬ 
versally communicable language, arising as it does out of existential struc¬ 
tures and experiences common to all human beings. In so far as religious 
symbols can be related to this language, they are also related to the world 
of common experience and cannot be dismissed as just the illusions of 
some group or other. But while the process of interpretation is from the 
symbolism of the smaller group toward a more widely received language, 
this does not mean that the symbols are abandoned. Here, as always, in¬ 
terpretation has a reciprocal character and the two or more languages in 
which it proceeds throw light on one another. The particular symbols 
are illuminated by the language of existence and being, but these concrete 
symbols become in turn illuminating for relatively abstract statements of 
an existential or ontological character. 

Our discussion so far has led us to restrict our consideration of symbolic 
language to the kind that is indirect in its reference and that employs 
symbols which can somehow be illuminating for the indirect referend, 
at which the symbolic statement is ultimately aimed. In the case of reli¬ 
gious symbols, the language is finally anchored in the discourse of exis- 
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tence and being, a kind of discourse which we have already sought to 
justify by setting it in its living context and showing how it arises and 
what kind of logic guides it. But it still remains to show more clearly how 
religious symbols can be tied in with this language of being and existence, 
and, above all, how talk about particular beings or their properties can 
even indirectly refer to Being and be illuminating for it. 

Our discussions have already prepared a way for answering these 
questions. But before any detailed answer is attempted, let it be said that 
the general ground for any possible symbolizing of Being by the beings 
must be some cmalogia entis. This analogy of being has been variously 
conceived in the history of philosophy. Perhaps too often it has been 
interpreted as meaning that God is a kind of super-being who differs from 
us chiefly in that he is the cause of his own being, but who nevertheless 
is as a distinct being. On the other hand Barth, in his eagerness to preserve 
the otherness of God and his distance from man, has denied that there is 
an analogy of being between them, though it seems to me that this denial 
raises difficulties over how we may talk about God, which Barth is able 
to resolve only in a completely arbitrary and unconvincing way in terms 
of the analogia gratiae. But surely the understanding of Being that has 
been set out in earlier sections of this theology enables us to interpret the 
cmalogia entis in a way that will neither assimilate God to man nor yet put 
an unbridgeable gulf between them. Being has been called an incompa¬ 
rable and a transcendens, and there could be no beings without the Being 
that lets them be; but Being is present and manifest in the beings, and 
apart from the beings, Being would become indistinguishable from noth¬ 
ing. Hence Being and the beings, though neither can be assimilated to the 
other, cannot be separated from each other either. This ontological doc¬ 
trine corresponds to the religious experience of the holy as at once tre- 
mendum and fascinosum , as characterized by otherness and closeness. 

We may now consider what kind of symbolism is made possible on the 
basis of this fundamental analogia entis. The symbols will be considered 
in two ways: from the side of the particular beings looking toward Being, 
and from the side of Being as it is present and manifest in the beings that 
it lets-be. The symbols have a corresponding twofold function (in accor¬ 
dance with the general function of interpretation) as they open up Being 
to the beings and yet at the same time open up the beings in the light of 
Being. This is why we can use the human relation of, let us say, father¬ 
hood to illuminate God, and yet understand this human relation itself to 
be illuminated and judged by the ultimate relation to God. 
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1. Let us first then think of the symbols from the side of particular 
beings, looking toward Being. How is it possible for these symbols to 
illuminate Being? 

The first answer is in terms of existential response. There are particu¬ 
lar beings which can arouse in us the kind of response that is aroused by 
Being itself. My own teacher, C. A. Campbell, saw this similarity of re¬ 
sponse as a test of the appropriateness of symbols to stand for the incom¬ 
parable (or, as he would say, “suprarational”) being of God, as when 
he claims that “the recognition of the special affinity of the divine nature 
with goodness is implied in the recognition of the analogy between the 
emotion which the conception of good evokes in us and the emotion 
which the mysterium fascinans evokes.” 13 In view of all that has been said 
already about the function of affective states in the disclosure of Being, 
and in view also of what Campbell and Otto believe about the experience 
of the mysterium, no one will suppose for a moment that Campbell is 
trying to justify symbols on the basis of our subjective feelings about 
them . 14 Rather, it is the case that there are things, persons, qualities, and 
so on that awaken in us such affective states as awe, reverence, loyalty; 
and it is in these states that Being discloses itself to us. 

The existential response is an essential part of the symbol’s status as a 
symbol, and if more attention were paid to it, then we would see that 
some criticisms of traditional symbols rather miss the point. The criticism 
of “height,” for instance, as a symbol of God on the ground that we no 
longer think of God as “up there” misses the point that even at the 
mythological stage “height” was understood in terms of its existential con¬ 
notations rather than in terms of spatial location so that it awakened (and 
still awakens) the response of humility and reverence before the power 
and majesty of the one who is elevated above the common level . 15 How¬ 
ever, while we do well to attend to the element of existential response in 
symbolism and so bear in mind what we have already learned about the 
existential or evaluative character of all religious and theological discourse, 
an exclusive preoccupation with existential response would bring us back 
to Bultmann’s position and would parallel his demythologizing with an 
existential desymbolizing. He docs indeed call for this, and, within limits, 
rightly. But we must also consider how the symbol refers to Being. 

13 On Selfhood and Godhood, p. 356. 

14 F. Ferre comes near to making this criticism of Campbell. See Language, Logic 

and God, p. ioif. 

J 5 cf. E. Bevan, Symbolism and Belief, pp. 28-81. 
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Still looking then from the beings toward Being, our second point 
about symbols is that they illuminate Being in terms of similarity of rela¬ 
tion. If Being is incomparable with particular beings, it is hard to see how 
any property of a particular being could be like a property of Being, if 
indeed one could even talk about a property of Being. It is not, however, 
inconceivable that I might be related to a being or to a group of beings in 
a manner which in some regards might resemble my relation to Being. 
The similarity is not between a being and Being, for although there is 
affinity between Being and the beings, this affinity is not simple similarity. 
The similarity is between a relation of beings and a relation of Being to a 
being. 

Since we are talking here of similarity as the basis for the symbolism, it 
might seem more appropriate to speak of “analogues” than of “symbols.” 
The two are sometimes sharply contrasted, especially in some Catholic 
writers who, while defending analogy, attack symbolism. It seems to me, 
however, that the kind of symbolism attacked is supposed to empty theo¬ 
logical language of any real content, and this is far from what is meant by 
“symbolism” in this book, as will become clear. However, as there are 
symbols which do not depend on similarity, it will be useful to use the 
expression “analogy” when we are discussing the illumination of Being 
that takes place by way of similarity of relation. 

It is clear that what we call “similarity of relation” is an analogy of 
proportionality, and so an analogy in the original sense (ava Aoyov, “ac¬ 
cording to a ratio”). Of the four terms of the proportion, three denote 
beings, while the fourth term is Being. A good example comes from the 
Psalms: “As a father pities his children, so the Lord pities those who fear 
him.” 16 Here the image of the father is applied to God, on the ground 
that those who “fear” him stand in a relation to him that is similar to the 
relation of the child to the father. Many familiar analogues are of the 
same kind—God as king, judge, shepherd, and so on. The illustration of 
height (God as “the most high”) that was mentioned under the heading 
of “existential response” belongs also under “similarity of relation,” just 
as fatherhood and the other examples quoted above could have been men¬ 
tioned under “existential response.” The point is, however, that when one 
talks of “similarity of relation,” attention is directed to the actual structure 
or situation in which man relates to Being, rather than to his state of mind 
in this situation. The relation is, broadly speaking, one of dependence, as 
Schleiermacher saw, and the various analogues draw attention to this in 


n>Ps. 103:13. 
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its several aspects. These analogues do not indeed disclose to us Being “as 
it is in itself” (if one may so speak), but Being as related to us, and this 
of course is entirely in line with the view put forward above that theolog¬ 
ical language has always an existential-ontological character. 

Some symbols (or perhaps we should still speak of “analogues”), such 
as “wisdom” or “goodness,” or talk of God or Being as having certain at¬ 
tributes, may seem to demand a further consideration. To say that God 
is good can indeed be considered, as we have already seen, under the 
notion of existential response; and since we would be thinking of God’s 
goodness toward us, we could likewise envisage it in terms of similarity of 
relation. But we may simply assert that God is wise or good, and we seem 
to suppose that we are attributing a property to God. Can we make any 
sense of this, if God is understood as Being, and hence neither a thing nor 
a person, and so apparently disqualified from having “properties” attrib¬ 
uted to him? 

The answer to this question about the validity of symbols is in terms 
of Being as prior enabling condition. We have seen that Being “is” neither 
a being nor a property, but since it is the condition that there may be 
any beings or properties at all, it is more “beingful” than any being or 
property. This point was already used to justify the language about God’s 
“existence,” for although God (or Being) “lets-be” rather than “is,” so 
that strictly speaking one cannot say “God is,” nevertheless since “let- 
ting-be” is the prior condition that anything is, it is less inappropriate to 
say “God is” than “God is not.” God is more beingful, in the sense that 
“isness” is swallowed up in “letting-be.” 

Now, just as it is permissible to talk of the “existence” of God on the 
ground that he is the prior enabling condition of any existent entity, so 
it is less inappropriate to attribute to God the positive characteristics of 
existent beings than to deny them of him. But clearly they are not being 
literally attributed. Indeed, although we may say God is “wise” or “good,” 
some such word as “infinitely” (a “qualifier,” as Ian Ramsey calls it 17 ) is 
understood in front of the adjective to show that it is being used in an 
“odd” way. We have no understanding of what the word “good” could 
literally mean when applied to God, for it must transcend any notions of 
goodness that w'e may have. Yet we are entitled to use it because it is 
more appropriate to say that God is good than that he is not good, for 
he is the prior enabling condition of all goodness whatsoever. 

These remarks are reminiscent of the traditional doctrine of the via 


17 Religious Language, p. 62. 
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eminentiae, except that “Being” is probably understood in a different 
wav. Our whole consideration of symbolism so far, however, has been 
close to the traditional doctrine of analogy, though we have laid more 
stress on the notion of existential response and have minimized the idea 
of likeness. But the problem that has always beset the traditional doctrine 
was that of showing that the analogues or symbols really do in some 
significant way bridge the gap between the beings of which we talk in our 
everyday language, and divine Being of which the religious man wishes to 
talk. So far, we do not seem to have achieved much in this direction. It 
will be remembered, however, that the question of symbolism is to be 
approached from two sides. Up till now, we have come at it from the 
side of the beings, looking toward transcendent Being as this may be 
opened to us by the beings. Now we must turn to the other side, and ask 
how Being might disclose itself symbolically in beings. 

2. Let us begin by recalling that if Being is a transcendens, it is also 
immanent in the beings and is nothing apart from them; that if it is dis¬ 
tinguishable from appearing, it yet includes appearing, and is not some 
supposed “thing-in-itself” behind the appearances. The word “Being” does 
not stand for some allegedly intangible, invisible, unverifiable being that 
exists in addition to the beings that we know in everyday experience, but 
stands for Being that gives itself in and with and through particular beings. 

Hence religious symbolism gets its fundamental justification in terms 
of what I have called the “presence and manifestation ” of Being in the 
beings. The expression “presence” gives the lie to any objection that a 
theory of symbolism voids religious assertions of “real” meaning. The 
symbol is not identified with what it symbolizes, but it makes it present. 
The expression “manifestation” is sufficiently flexible to cover the many 
possible ways in which Being communicates itself through the beings that 
it lets be. A being cannot be simply like Being, but every being is a clue to 
Being, indeed we might even say that beings are the language of Being, 
though this itself would be to use an analogy of proportionality, namely, 
that beings are to Being as language is to him who speaks. A fuller justifi¬ 
cation for this assertion will be given when we come to discuss the doc¬ 
trine of creation. For the moment, it is enough to say that Being manifests 
itself in the beings not because they are like Being, any more than lan¬ 
guage is like a man, but because they express Being and participate in 
Being. 

But are we not proving too much? For if everything that is partici¬ 
pates in Being, and if Being is present-and-manifest in everything that is, 
then have we not got an embarrassing quantity of symbols on our hands, 
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for everything that is affords a clue to Being and would seem to be a sym¬ 
bol of Being? It is indeed the case that everything that is can become a 
symbol of Being, for in some degree Being is present and manifest in it. 
Actually, in the history of religion an astonishing variety of entities has 
served for religious symbolism. But just as we noticed that while revela¬ 
tion may be a possibility at any time or place, there are nevertheless 
“classic” or “primordial” revelations that give rise to communities of faith, 
so we may say that while everything that is has the potentiality for be¬ 
coming a symbol of Being, there are also classic symbols that establish 
themselves in a community of faith. These symbols are not arbitrarily 
adopted, but are associated with the classic revelation. They are not 
chosen by us, but rather are given by Being which has addressed us in and 
through them. The great symbols, analogues, and images of the Christian 
religion, for instance, the cross, the fatherhood of God, the suffering ser¬ 
vant, have their depth of meaning only in the context of this particular 
revelation of God, and they cohere together in a constellation, as it were, 
each shedding light on the other. 

But the fact that some entities function as symbols of Being while 
others do not is not just a matter of their association with some historical 
revelation. It is also the case that some entities are better suited to be 
symbols of Being than others. Here we must remind ourselves of the point 
made earlier, that although Being is present and therefore potentially 
manifest in every particular being, some manifest it more fully than 
others. The test of a symbol is its adequacy in lighting up Being, and one 
symbol or set of symbols may be preferred to another on the ground that 
it is more adequate. 

This adequacy, in turn, may be considered in relation to the range of par¬ 
ticipation in Being which belongs to the entity that is to serve as a symbol. 
An inanimate object exhibits material being, while an animal exhibits not 
only material being but also organic being. In man, a material body and 
an animal organism are united with his distinctively personal being. This 
is the widest range of being that we know, and therefore symbols and 
images drawn from personal life have the highest degree of adequacy ac¬ 
cessible to us. In many cases, even symbols that are themselves inanimate 
objects—the cross is a good illustration—derive their symbolic meaning 
from the part they play in personal existence. In the central Christian 
doctrine of the incarnation, it is a person who becomes the symbol of 
Being, the revelation of God. If anyone objects to Christ’s being called a 
“symbol” on the ground that this detracts from the reality of incarnation, 
let it be remembered that God (Being) is present-and-manifest in the 
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symbol, and it is hard to see how anything more can be meant by “in¬ 
carnation.” But this will be made clearer when we come to consider the 
person of Christ. For the present, it is enough to notice the primacy that 
belongs to personal symbols and images, as these are entities having the 
widest range of participation in Being and so best able to symbolize it. 

A related but slightly different idea which must also be taken into ac¬ 
count in evaluating the adequacy of symbols is the idea of the hierarchy 
of beings. This is, of course, a very widespread idea that has persisted from 
ancient times down to the theories of emergent evolution that get pro¬ 
pounded by modern philosophers. Just as entities exhibit varying ranges 
of participation in Being, so, on this view, they can be arranged in an 
ascending series according as they show increasing range and complexity 
in their being. We could, for instance, imagine a series rising from the 
simplest kinds of physical entities up to the personal being of man, though 
the various grades and stages have been differently envisaged by different 
philosophers. 

The relevance of this to symbolism will not become entirely apparent 
until we have studied the doctrine of creation. 18 But for the moment, 
let me suggest that as one surveys the rising grades of being, the character 
of Being is itself more clearly manifested. For whereas the lowest or sim¬ 
plest beings are, the higher ones not only are but let-be, and this becomes 
peculiarly true at the level of man’s personal being, with its limited free¬ 
dom and creativity. So again, the symbols that are drawn from the level 
of personal being have the highest adequacy, since they point to the 
letting-be of Being. Moreover, it will be shown that the essence of love is 
precisely letting-be; and for this reason love has become, not only in 
Christianity but in other religions besides, the supreme symbol of divine 
Being. 

This completes our remarks on symbolism as viewed in terms of the 
immanence of Being in the beings. Taken in conjunction with the earlier 
account that looked from the beings toward transcendent Being, we have, 
I hope, good grounds for believing that religious symbols do give us in¬ 
sight into the mystery of the holy as it relates itself to man. To borrow a 
technological metaphor from G. S. Spinks, 19 symbols may be compared to 
the transformers on an electrical grid system, whereby “tremendous loads 
of power are broken down” and made accessible. 

It was said that symbols are illuminating for each other, and this draws 
attention to a peculiarity of symbolic language. Different symbols may 

18 See below, pp. 223-226. 

19 The Fundamentals of Religious Belief, p. 75. 
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complement one another rather than stand in contradiction. Of course, 
there may also be irreconcilably different symbols. But we must avoid 
supposing that symbols are like theories, where, presumably, one is true 
and to be accepted, and the rest rejected as false. To exalt one symbol to 
exclusive status is to forget that even the most adequate symbol falls short 
of what it symbolizes. To absolutize a symbol is to identify it with its 
symbolizcindum, and in the case of religious symbols, this means idolatry 
and all the distortions and errors that go with it. 

These remarks bring us to another feature of theological language, and 
to another peculiarity of its logic—its paradoxicality . Just because symbols 
are symbols, that is to say, they both stand for what they symbolize and 
yet fall short of it, they must be at once affirmed and denied. St. Thomas 
remarks: “No name is predicated univocally of God and of creatures. 
Neither, on the other hand, are names applied to God and creatures in a 
purely equivocal sense.” 20 If the names were applied univocally, then (in 
our terminology) we would be treating Being as a being, and one of the 
same order as the being from which the symbol or analogue was drawn; 
and if the names were applied quite equivocally, then the symbolism 
w'ould be empty and would yield no insight into Being. So there must be a 
continual balancing of statements in theological language. This must not 
be allowed to become an excuse for unclear thinking or for laziness in 
seeking to resolve needless contradictions. But there will probably remain 
an indispensable element of paradox, and while a merely syntactical anal¬ 
ysis might be tempted to dismiss this as illogicality, when w'e place it in its 
discourse-situation and see what it is trying to express in the indirect lan¬ 
guage of symbols, then we must accord it its right. 

This all too summary treatment of the modes of theological language 
has, it is hoped, shown something of the logic that belongs to mythology, 
symbolism, analogy, and paradox, how these relate to each other, and how 
they relate to the basic language of being and existence. A fuller justifica¬ 
tion will come only with the detailed exposition of the various symbols in 
the second major division of this systematic theology, and to the extent to 
w'hich we succeed in showing that these symbols can be expressive, illumi¬ 
native, and communicative of that toward which religious faith is directed. 

ay. THE QUESTION OF TRUTH 

Up to this point we have been concerned in the present chapter mainly 
with the question of the meaning of theological language, and it is correct 


20 Sitrnma Theologiae, la, 13, 5. 
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that this question should come first in any discussion of language. But we 
have to go on to the question of the truth of theological language. This 
language claims to be true. Can we specify more clearly the nature of its 
truth claims and say what criteria are relevant for testing them? 

We begin by assuming that truth is a polymorphous concept. This is 
surely a reasonable assumption; the truth, let us say, of a mathematical 
proposition, of a particular empirical matter of fact, of a general scientific 
hypothesis, of an assertion about the past, of a theological doctrine, is in 
each case different, and different considerations are relevant in judging 
the claim to truth. But this does not imply that any statement whatever 
could claim to be true and then have this claim supported by some highly 
esoteric concept of truth. There is something common to all the varieties 
of truth, and this would seem to be the claim that when a statement is 
true, it lets us see things as they really are, without distortion or conceal¬ 
ment. This is a public claim, and so we have the right in each case to ask 
about criteria; but these would not be the same in each case. 

What is the nature of the truth with which theology is concerned? We 
can answer in the first instance: existential truth. We recall that theology 
has its roots in man’s quest for self-understanding and that this quest in 
turn is to be seen in the context of man as the existent, the unfinished 
being who is always in the process of self-transcendence, who is projecting 
his possibilities toward the ideal of an authentic humanity. We call this a 
“true” humanity, as distinguished from the distorted and obscured human¬ 
ity of an inauthentic or sinful existence. The fundamental truth with 
which we have to do here then is an existential truth or a lived truth 
rather than a verbal truth; but it is none the less a truth, because it claims 
to bring to light what humanity truly is. As far as this kind of truth is 
concerned, Kierkegaard made the essential point when he said that it con¬ 
sists not in sentences, or concepts, or in the correspondence of thought 
with things, “not in knowing the truth but in being the truth.” 21 This is 
what is intended here by the expression “existential truth,” though some¬ 
thing of the kind is already foreshadowed in the New Testament claim 
that Christ is the truth. 22 But since the human existent is never to be un¬ 
derstood in isolation but only in the context of a society, a history, and 
eventually a cosmos, what we have called in the first instance existential 
truth tends to be developed into an existential-ontological truth. 

It is important to hold fast the understanding that the fundamental truth 

21 Training in Christianity, p. 201. 

22 John 14:7. 
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with which theology deals is not the truth of propositions but the truth 
of the uncovering of man’s being-in-the-world; and this is confirmed by 
what we have already considered in our discussion of revelation. On the 
other hand, man is a linguistic being. As was said at the beginning of this 
chapter, he is not content to contemplate the object of his religion in 
silence. Even to appropriate it, he must begin to use language and this use 
of language develops into the theological task, as we have understood it. 
The fact therefore that the fundamental truth of religion is an existential 
or lived truth does not relieve us of the theological task of trying to artic¬ 
ulate this truth in language and it does not relieve us either of specifying 
what criteria can be adduced for testing the truth of theological state¬ 
ments. However, one can see in a general way what is the broad criterion 
for the truth of theological statements: how far do they bring to light 
and faithfully testify to the fundamental revelation of man’s being-in-the- 
world? But in saying this, one also sees the limitations of all theological 
language, for the reality to be described is richer than the language we 
bring to it and can never be fully expressed in words and sentences. Thus 
theological language can be only an approximation to truth. But this 
implies in turn that some theological formulations will be more adequate 
expressions of truth than others. 

In the light of the foregoing discussion, we can set down a few 
criteria for judging the truth of theological statements. 

1. The statements must be coherent among themselves. We have seen 
that theology is not just a collection of doctrines but has a unity. It seeks 
to express a unifying vision of man’s life in its widest setting, of human 
existence in the presence of Being. Such a vision will be persuasive to the 
extent that it constitutes a harmonious whole and leaves out nothing of 
importance in the range of human experience. 

2. Equally important is the test of coherence with our other well- 
founded beliefs, derived from the sciences, from history and other dis¬ 
ciplines. We cannot, for instance, formulate theological doctrines of crea¬ 
tion or providence that are at variance with what we believe about the 
physical world on scientific grounds. We cannot accept certain reports 
about the past if these conflict with well-tried findings of historical re¬ 
search. In such areas, it is clear that the criteria for establishing theological 
truth cannot be different from the criteria used in secular disciplines, and 
this is important in showing that in each case we are still concerned with 
truth. 

3. From what we have learned about symbolism, dialectic, and develop- 
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ment in doctrine, we should also look for an openness of texture in the¬ 
ology. In a study where truth is, we hope, always being more fully ap¬ 
propriated but never totally grasped, finality and fixity are signs of error. 
There must be room for development, for the process of advancing into 
truth. 

Can we say anything about the fundamental existential-ontological 
truth which theology is seeking to explicate? Or has this just got to be 
accepted, on the ground that any inquiry whatsoever must eventually 
come to some initial datum behind which it cannot inquire? Already in 
our discussion of revelation, the point was made that anything claiming to 
be revelation must be subjected to the sharpest scrutiny and cannot be 
arbitrarily accepted. Here again we might mention the phenomenon of 
conscience and the responsibility that arises in the face of its call. Human 
existence seems to have a built-in directedness, as it were, giving testimony 
about the direction in which a “true” humanity lies and making us aware 
also of our failure to attain it. We cannot ?o behind this fundamental self- 
awareness, which is our ultimate testimony to existential truth. 


7 


Religion and 
Religions 


26. SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF RELIGION 
The words “religion” and “religious” have already been used quite freely 
in this book, but so far there has been no attempt to pin these words down 
in a precise way. This procedure has been permissible because only after 
the phenomena that we commonly call “religious” have been opened up 
can we see clearly what the basic characteristics of religion are. 

Religion assumes such a variety of forms that attempts to give a succinct 
definition covering them all have usually turned out to be unsatisfactory. 
Moreover, definitions of religion often conceal an evaluation and already 
imply either that religion is illusory and an entirely subjective phenom¬ 
enon or that it is indeed a valid experience of some transhuman reality. 
Some such evaluation is almost inevitable, but it should come after the 
phenomena have been studied, not before in some preliminary definition. 

I do not propose to offer a definition of religion, but to list some of its 
basic characteristics. Also, since it has been shown in our descriptive philo¬ 
sophical theology that a reasonable case can be made out for the validity 
of religious faith, we shall take it that religion cannot be exhaustively 
characterized in subjective terms but is a com merce between man and die 
transhuman r eality of God or Being. 

1. Most basic of all the characteristics of rel igion is t he im pingi ng of 
God or holy Being upon man’s existence. The initiative is from the side 
of God, who gives himself to man in revelation and grace. The divine 
initiative in revelation and grace would seem to be present in some form 
in all religion, and is certainly not peculiar to Christianity. As Gerardus 
van der Leeuw has expressed it, what is regarded as the “object” of reli- 
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gion is in fact the “subject,” the “primary agent in the situation”; for “the 
religious man perceives that with which his religion deals as primal, as 
originative or causal,” while God is the “agent in relation to man.” 1 The 
universal initiative and primacy of the divine in religion should be borne 
in mind, as we shall sec when we take notice of some tendentious accounts 
of religion—accounts which seek to identify it only with man’s quest for 
God and, generally, with the human and subjective elements in religion. 

2. Religion includes not only the impinging of holy Being upon man, 
but man’s response. This is what we have already described as faith, in 
terms of commitment and acceptance. We have called faith an “existential 
attitude,” an orientation of the whole man, and when we talk about the 
“religious man,” wc mean the man who is characterized by this attitude or 
orientation. In our account of faith, wc tried to do justice to the initiative 
of the holy in awaking faith, but wc felt it necessary also to show r that 
man is so constituted that the quest for faith belongs to the very structure 
of his existence. This does not mean that man is “naturally religious,” but 
it does recognize a continuity between man’s quest for wholeness and self¬ 
hood, and the divine activity in grace and revelation. This is far from 
making religion a human activity, but it does recognize a root of religion 
in human existence. 

3. The religious life finds concrete expression in various ways. Among 
these may be mentioned first the beliefs of the religious man. We have 
already noted that although belief is not to be confused with the much 
wider concept of faith, nevertheless every faith implies some beliefs and 
these can be made articulate. The earliest attempt to express in words the 
self-understanding of faith appears in the form of mythology. At a more 
sophisticated level, we come to the formulation of doctrines and creeds, 
and finally to the enterprise of systematic theology. Enough has been said 
already about the dangers of an intellectualizing of religion, when assent 
to creed and dogma takes the place of a more widely based faith. This is 
one of the commonest perversions of religion, but the fact that there is 
the danger of such perversion does not take away the need for trying to 
reach as far as possible a verbal expression of the content of faith, and 
every religion that has advanced beyond the stage of mythology docs in¬ 
deed have its creeds, doctrines, and theology. So long as these are not cut 
off from their roots in the existential attitude of faith in face of the revela¬ 
tion, they are necessary and wholesome elements in the whole structure of 
religion. 


1 Religion in Essence and Manifestation, vol. I, p. 23. 
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4. Side by side with the expression of faith in words goes its expression 
in action. We may indeed think of action as taking precedence over be¬ 
lief, and probably, on the level of primitive religions, ritual comes before 
myth, the acting out before the spelling out in words. There are, of 
course, many ways in which the religious man expresses his faith in action. 
Ritual, ceremonial, cultic acts—in a word, liturgy—form the core of this 
acting out of religious faith. From the earliest stages, however, liturgy 
tends to spill over from the specifically cultic act to color the whole way 
of life of those who engage in the cult. The ethical aspect becomes more 
and more stressed, and sometimes almost entirely replaces any cultic ac¬ 
tion. This happens especially when the cult has become divorced from the 
faith-attitude which it was meant to express, and has degenerated into a 
mere mechanical ritual. But again let us remember that the perversion of 
something provides no excuse for an all-out attack against it. There can be 
no religion without a cult, and even the most violent iconoclasts and puri¬ 
tans substitute some kind of cult for the one which they seek to abolish. 

5. From the beginning, this book has stressed that faith belongs in a 
community of faith. Perhaps there are private faiths and private religions, 
but these are exceptional and, moreover, defective in so far as they lack 
the communal dimension that belongs to human existence in its very con¬ 
stitution. Every community, however, needs at least a minimal structure 
to preserve its identity and to maintain its cohesion as a group in which 
people really do belong together. The religious community therefore, with 
its greater or less degree of institutional structure, must be regarded as an¬ 
other basic characteristic of religion. Here again (and perhaps most of all 
at this point) there is danger of perversion, and the faults of a church are 
too well known to need any labored emphasis. In any case, these matters 
will all be treated more fully in due course. For the present, it is enough 
that we note community along with the other fundamental characteristics 
of religion. 

By “religion,” then, we understand the whole complex of structures 
that grows up around the giving and receiving of revelation. Through this 
complex, the attitude of faith finds expression in the world. 

In any discussion of religion, however, we soon come to the distinction 
between a general abstract conception of religion and the concrete reli¬ 
gions that are actually practiced. A few philosophers who have valued 
religion but who have stood apart from any concrete religion have occa¬ 
sionally advocated something like religion in the abstract. For the great 
majority of people, on the other hand, religion assumes a concrete form, 
and indeed even for the philosophers mentioned, it is bound to take on 
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some definite shape. It originates in a particular occasion of revelation; 
this, in turn is received in a particular situation, and in a particular his¬ 
torical culture; the beliefs are formulated in symbols and language appro¬ 
priate to the particular faith; likewise the practices are appropriate to this 
faith; while finally, it is within a particular community (though it may be 
an open rather than a closed community) that the revelation is transmitted 
and faith maintained. 

The aim of a philosophical theology is to show, through description 
and interpretation, the conditions of the possibility of any religious faith 
whatsoever. This elucidation and, so far as is possible, vindication of gen¬ 
eral structures and concepts is necessary, if theology is to maintain its 
claim as an intellectual discipline. Thus, in the course of our philosophical 
theology, we have spoken in a general formal way of sin, revelation, grace, 
myth, symbols, God, Being, and these are, of course, ideas or phenomena 
common iris onc way or another to all or most religions. 

But it cannot be pretended for a moment that these matters have been 
surveyed from some Olympian elevation, whence they could all be seen 
laid out in order. On the contrary, the notion of participation has been 
stressed from the very first; and this participation must always be partici¬ 
pation in a particular religion. It is only from within a particular tradition 
of faith, in this case the Christian faith, that the theologian can venture to 
discuss the conditions of any faith whatsoever. 

Does this particularity then invalidate the general inquiry that must 
start out from the particular point of view? It would seem clearly that 
it does not, and that many other inquiries have to proceed in a similar 
fashion. The philosopher of history, for instance, does not need tojtnow 
all history equally well to construct his view of what history is; but the 
history from which his reflections take their rise has its particularity, and 
this particularity is sufficiently like that of the particularity of a religious 
tradition to make the philosophy of history an apposite comparison. Yet , 
on the other hand, the particular starting point does imply a perspective. 
In the philosophical theology that has been sketched out in the preceding 
chapters, it seems to me that the Christian perspective can be quite easily 
pointed out. This perspective converges on the notion of incarnation; the 
idea of incarnation, in turn, is conceivable only where there is b ot h tran- 
scendence and immanence; and it is in terms of equiprimordial transcen¬ 
dence and immanence that we have presented the idea of holy Being 
(God). 

“Even to be aware of the perspective is a major step toward overcoming 
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the possibility that it might be a distortion or a merely partisan point of 
view. Here we catch a glimpse of the impossible ideal of a universal philo¬ 
sophical theology, that is to say, one that would look along all perspec- V 
tives and would gather up all revelation, all experiences, and all symbols 
of the holy. This is an impossible ideal for man as a being who is “there,” v . 
that is to say, at a particular time and place in history. If the ideal is pos¬ 
sible for anyone, then it could be only for a god or maybe an angel. With 
these remarks, we implicitly reject syncretism. We come back inevitably 
to the fact that we see from a perspective, though we can become aware 
) of it. Our overcoming of the distorting possibility in a perspective (this v v 
distortion appears in religion most typically as fanaticism and intolerance) 
can come about only through exploring, as far as we can, the relation of 
religion to the religions, and of the religions to each other. This theme will v. 
engage us in the present chapter, before we turn from philosophical the¬ 
ology to the remaining divisions of the work in which our attention will * 
be concentrated specifically on Christian theology. 

But it seems that one further point must be cleared up before we can 
proceed to the discussion of the relation among the religions. We have v 
talked of religion as the whole complex of structures that grows out of 
the revelation-faith situation, we have apparently equated the man of faith 
with the religious man and the community of faith with the religious com¬ 
munity or church, and we seem to have given implicit approval to religion 
as a whole, though readily admitting that it is susceptible to various kinds 
of perversion. Before we go on to further discussion of religion, this «. 
would seem to be an appropriate place to pause and consider whether, in 
the light of our explorations of faith, revelation, and other phenomena, 
religion, as we have summed up its basic characteristics in this section, can 
be defended against its many detractors. 


27. RELIGION AND ITS CRITICS 

We might think that the critics of religion would be for the most part 
atheists, positivists, or skeptics of one kind or another, and that their criti¬ 
cism would be based on a rejection of some of the basic convictions that 
lie at the foundation of religion. At the present time, however, there is 
also a powerful theological critique of religion, especially among some 
Protestant thinkers. Thus a discussion of the critics of religion may begin 
bv dividing them into two fairly well-defined groups: those who reject 
religion because they also reject such ideas as God, grace, revelation, and 
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other matters supposed to be fundamental to religion; and those who re¬ 
ject religion, conceived as the whole structure (one might even say, ma¬ 
chinery) that grows up around the life of faith, while holding strongly to 
God, faith, grace, and the like, and perhaps explicitly contrasting religion 
and faith, or religion and revelation. 

We need not spend too much time over the first group, for we have 
perhaps already gone about as far as we can toward answering their criti¬ 
cisms. The philosophical theology that has been constructed is also an 
apologetic, insofar as it has succeeded in giving a clear and reasonable ac¬ 
count of the foundations of faith and theology. It may be worthwhile 
however to remind ourselves in summary fashion of just how this philo¬ 
sophical theology has sought to counter objections to religious faith. 

Much traditional criticism of religion was based on metaphysics, and 
appealed to some world view, such as materialism, which excluded the 
reality of God. With the general decline of metaphysics, this kind of criti¬ 
cism has become less common, and our reply to it has not been to try to 
demonstrate a rival metaphysic. Rather, we have accepted that the world 
is ambiguous and that faith, properly understood, implies risk. But we 
have also maintained that although one cannot demonstrate either a theistic 
or an atheistic metaphysic, faith that a holy presence makes itself known 
in our ambiguous world is a reasonable faith, and can point to its own 
patterns of evidence both in the world and in the quality of life which it 
builds up. 

The contemporary philosopher is more likely to criticize religion on 
analytical grounds. If the religious man claims to have some insight into 
the way things are when he talks of God, can he show us what kind of 
logic underlies his language, or are we to dismiss it as mere confusion? In 
response to this criticism, we have tried to show that our talk of God does 
have an intelligible logic, and that we can see what this is and how the 
language makes sense when we set it in the context of the existential situa¬ 
tion which gives rise to it and finds expression in it. This response is car¬ 
ried further when we recognize the symbolic character of religious lan¬ 
guage, and how its symbols function. 

But the most widespread criticism of religion is on the grounds of the 
positivism that has become characteristic of our time. It rejects on the one 
hand any belief in a reality beyond the natural phenomena, and on the 
other hand it tries to explain religion in natural terms, whether psycho¬ 
logically, sociologically, or in some other way, but without thinking it^ 
necessary to invoke the idea of God or of any transhuman reality to ac- 
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count for religion. Our response to such positivistic criticism has been 
twofold. On one side, we have tried to think of God as Being in such a 
way that without diminishing the holiness or reality of God, we have 
nevertheless escaped the crude supcrnaturalism of supposing God to be a 
kind of dens ex machina. One does not need to be a positivist to find this 
crude supernaturalism inacccptable. On the other side, we have stressed 
participation as a necessary factor in knowing what religious faith is, and 
positivism, by its abstraction and its attempt to study religion only from 
the outside, gives by comparison a fragmented, partial, and distorted ac¬ 
count of religion. 

Since the positivist view of religion is so widely held, it deserves to be 
discussed a little further. Perhaps it gets its strongest support from modern 
psychology, and especially from the theories of Sigmund Freud, who v 
shows how irrational many of our beliefs are and how we come to accept 
^ them not because of any intellectual conviction but because of deep un- 
)conscious drives that demand satisfaction. In his view, as in that of many 
/ other psychologists, religion is simply an illusion produced by our need 
/ for security. It has the structure of a neurosis or imbalance, and the idea 
of God is simply the projection of the image of the human father whom 
the religious man, in his failure to grow up, still needs to protect and 
shelter him from the real world. 

■'I said earlier that one has to acknowledge that religion has indeed often 
been a haven for what is infantile and immature, and Freud’s criticism is 
valid against this kind of religion. 2 But Freud does not allow for any prog¬ 
ress in religion, otherwise he would have seen that as religion progresses, 
tfie^elements of judgment, demand, and responsibility (no doubt present 
in some form from the beginning) become more pronounced, and religion 
becomes less and less an escape from life. Our own consideration of faith 
as “acceptance and commitment in the face of Being” cannot be fitted 
into the Freudian scheme—and of course Freud readily admitted that his 
account of religion did not cover all religion, but only the anthropomor¬ 
phic sort, where the father-image is prominent. Yet even so, we cannot 
think of the father-image as just a projection. In our treatment of sym¬ 
bols, we tried to show that while indeed these have a subjective side in re¬ 
spect of their existential connotations, they arc also in various ways akin 
to what they symbolize, and the appropriateness of the symbols depends 
on the adequacy of their kinship with the symbolizanda. Here again, of 


2 See above, pp. 28, 55. 
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course, the risk of faith must be remembered, and it could be the case that 
the skeptical psychologist is right and God is no more than a figment of 
the human psyche. But our whole endeavor has been to show that it is 
reasonable to believe otherwise, and indeed more reasonable, because the 
understanding that comes through participation must, in these matters, 
reach far beyond what can be grasped in any external observation. Fur¬ 
ther, we have tried to show that a religious faith, so far from fragmenting 
personal existence, is actually a most powerful stabilizing and unifying 
factor. This would hardly be the case if it were merely an illusion, for 
then, as Freud claims, it would indeed be neurotic. But here we may notice 
that many students of man’s mental life have at this point turned away 
from Freud’s negative valuation of religion, and have gone rather along 
with Jung in acknowledging that religion can have a positive role in the 
integrating and strengthening of personal existence. 

Another point calls for mention, and is very germane to what we are 
seeking to do in this chapter. What are we to say of Freud’s genetic ac¬ 
count of religious belief? Does the explanation of how a belief arises tell 
us about the truth or falsity of that belief? Perhaps it does, if it shows the 
belief to be the result of so-called “wishful” thinking, and therefore prob¬ 
ably illusory, and this might be true of some kinds of “immature” or ego¬ 
centric religion. But then would the belief of the atheist also be explicable 
in terms of his personal history, and in particular of his relation to his 
father? Perhaps this would also be true in some cases, but clearly we are 
in grave danger of lapsing into a kind of psychological skepticism in which 
we believe things because of our histories and not because the beliefs are 
true or false. Carried to extremes, this skepticism would make any kind of 
argument or discussion impossible. Each one would believe what his his¬ 
tory had determined that lie must believe. But the Freudian might reply 
that to have become aware of the genesis of one’s beliefs is to be made 
free for the criticism of them. This would be something like what we said 
above about the awareness of a perspective bringing to some extent libera¬ 
tion from the narrowness of that perspective. But, as will be insisted later, 
a perspective is not a norm; and in any case, when the origins of conflict¬ 
ing beliefs have been traced, there remains the question of trying to decide 
which is true. 

Some of these remarks would apply to other positivistic or naturalistic 
views of religion, such as the sociological positivism of Durkheim, who be¬ 
lieved society to be the real object of religious devotion, and the theories 
of Marx and his successors who think of religion as a product of the socio- 
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economic process, and adduce to their criticism an admixture of materialist 
metaphysics as well. But it can be no part of our purpose to undertake to 
reply to all the criticisms of religion, for this would need a book in itself. 
It is sufficient if we have given a defensible account of religion, and one 
sufficiently flexible to respond to the various criticisms. I believe that such 
an account has been given, and have given here a few hints of how it 
could meet the critics. 

But what are we to say to theologians who, while accepting revelation 
and faith, reject religion or are at least highly critical of it? Although there 
are many theologians who take such an attitude today, their position is 
not, of course, new. The Hebrew prophets were stern critics of religion. 
So were Jesus and many other spiritual leaders and reformers. To speak 
more accurately, they criticized some aspects of religion. Indeed, when we 
examine current theological criticisms of religion, the matter becomes to 
some extent a question of semantics—just what are we to mean by the 
word “religion”? But this does not exhaust the question. As with the 
Hebrew prophets and other reformers of the past, there is in the current 
criticism of religion a desire to maintain the integrity of faith and to pre¬ 
vent its being smothered in the religious structure that grows around it. 

The most influential among the theological critics of religion has been 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer. In his earliest published work, he defined “religion” 
as “the touching of the human will by the divine, and the overcoming of 
the former by the latter, with resultant free action.” 3 This is a fair defi¬ 
nition. It preserves the divine initiative in religion, and is certainly not 
pejorative, as are some of the definitions placed at the beginning of hostile 
criticisms of religion. Yet even in this early work, Bonhoeffer’s suspicion 
of religion is evident. He holds it to be a major misunderstanding of the 
Church when it is understood as a “religious community” in which people 
get together from “religious motives” and for “religious activities.” 4 What 
Bonhoeffer is protesting against here is the tendency for religion to be¬ 
come a special department of life, and essentially this continues the classic 
critique of the Hebrew prophets. It remains, I believe, the leading theme 
in Bonhoeffer’s latest fragmentary utterances about religion in his Letters 
and Papers from Prison, though here it has become expanded to a kind of 
theological counterpart to Freud’s criticism of immature religion, for the 
special religious corner is needed only by those who have not become 
adult in their faith. 

3 Sanctoruvi Covmiunio, p. 94. 

4 Op. cit., pp. 87-88. 






PHILOSOPHICAL THEOLOGY 


1<;8 | PART ONE : 

Understood in this way, Bonhocffer’s critique of religion is entirely ac¬ 
ceptable. Surely, however, it is a misunderstanding of him to suppose that 
he had turned against that fundamental kind of religion defined in Sanc¬ 
torum Communio, or against such religious practices of prayer, medita¬ 
tion, and the like, as seem to be necessary if anyone is to attain Christian 
maturity or to maintain himself in it. In a careful analysis of Bonhoeffer’s 
remarks, Martin Thornton has persuasively argued that he was in fact 
looking for something like what has been traditionally called a “rule of 
life,” and that this is a necessary bridge between faith and ethics, and an 
indispensable discipline for the attainment of Christian maturity. 5 

Bishop John Robinson’s view, it seems to me, is essentially like that of 
Bonhoeffer. Robinson criticizes religion that has become departmentalized 
or has remained immature, but he acknowledges that religion is best under¬ 
stood in Tillich’s sense as “the dimension of depth” in all the functions of 
life.® But the Bishop is far from consistent, and while we might well agree 
with his criticisms of religion that is immature and unrelated to life’s daily 
concerns, he talks in other ways that make it very hard to see how there 
can be any “dimension of depth” in life at all. Sometimes he comes near to 
a Comtean positivism in which “God” has become just an exalted (and 
misleading) name for humanity; and sometimes he goes so far in stressing 
the self-sufficiency of contemporary secular man that he undercuts his 
own concern to present Christ as relevant to this contemporary man. 

The Bishop draws back from following out these tendencies to their 
end, but the so-called “death of God” theologians in America have no such 
inhibitions. 7 They frankly accept a positivism which not only abolishes 
religion but also faith in God, and which reduces Christianity to.gn ethi c 
centered in Jesus. I cannot call this “radical theology,” for it seems to 
me that a truly radical theology lives in the tension of faith and jdoub t, 
whereas here the tension has been resolved by the abolition of Godj and 
further, one would hesitate to give the name of “theology” to an enter¬ 
prise which has rejected theology’s key word, “God.” The movement is 
to be seen rather as a parallel in the theological world to the iconoclasms 
that have appeared in our time in the worlds of music and the other arts. 
These iconoclasms may serve a useful purpose in stimulating fresh thought, 
and they may even themselves produce some interesting insights. But they 

5 Cf. The Rock and the River, pp. 49-64. 
c Honest to God, p. 86, n. 2. 

" Cf. Paul Van Buren, The Secular Meaning of the Gospel; William Hamilton, New 

Essence of Christianity; T. J. J. Altizer, The Gospel of Christian Atheism. 
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cannot in the long run be creative, and this remark certainly applies to 
the theological (or anti-theological) iconoclasts. The “death of God” must 
soon lead to the death of Christianity. If men are adult enough or self- 
sufficient enough to get along without God, surely they will soon be able 
to get along without Jesus too. The nostalgic longings of those who once 
had faith may keep a place for Jesus for a little longer, but soon he too 
will have t o go. If the next generation needs anv figure on which to focus 
its ethical aspirations, it will surely be able to find someone more up-to- 
date and appropriate than Jesus, for when we consider that his whole life 
was wrapped up in God, he is not really a very appropriate exemplar for 
the secular world. 

Very different from these views is Karl Barth’s criticism of religion. He 
explicitly contrasts religion with revelation, which is said to abolish reli¬ 
gion; and for Barth, “revelation” is understood in a much narrower sense 
than the word has been used in this book, for he restricts it to the Chris¬ 
tian revelation. Whereas the revelation is given by God to man, religion is 
said to be man’s movement toward God. In religion, according to Barth, 
man “takes something for himself ... he ventures to grasp at God.” 8 
Actually, this is a very tendentious way of talking about religion, and con¬ 
flicts both with the definitions of Bonhoeffcr and Tillich, mentioned 
above, and with our own list of basic characteristics, set out in the last 
section. One suspects that Barth here is influenced in his understanding of 
religion by his prejudice that the revelation of God in Christ is the one 
exclusive revelation, and that the ideas of God in the non-Christian reli¬ 
gions are simply man-made projections. Such exclusivism will be strongly 
opposed in my own account of these matters. But the fact that Barth is 
able to hold that the Christian religion too comes under the judgment of 
the revelation indicates that once again we have to do with something 
more than just an arbitrary definition of religion. There is indeed a ten¬ 
dency for religion to become autonomous so that it subordinates and 
adapts to human use the God-given revelation, thus usurping the divine 
initiative. This happens in Christianity when the Christian faith is trans¬ 
formed into the Christian religion, but what Barth ought to recognize is 
that precisely the same thing happens in Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, and 
elsewhere; these are not merely “religions,” in his sense, and therefore to 
be contrasted with “revelation,” for they too know revelation, grace, the 
divine initiative, even if they too level this down within the forms of re- 


s Church Dogmatics, vol. I/i, p. 302. 
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ligion. Indeed, as anthropologists well know, the distinction goes right back 
to primitive experiences of the holy. There is the receptive experience of 
holy Being touching human life, and there is man’s endeavor to grasp and 
utilize holy Being. The anthropologist, however, would normally call this 
latter phenomenon “magic,” reserving the term “religion” for the experi¬ 
ence in which the holy grasps man. 

Slightly different again is the position of Emil Brunner. He claims that 
“the Christian faith is not one of the religions of the world.” 0 He would 
indeed concede that Christianity may become a religion, but this is a kind 
of degeneration. On the other hand, he does not deny that non-Christian 
religions are based on revelation, but this is supposed to be a general, im¬ 
personal, timeless revelation, in sharp contrast to the revelation in Christ. 
It is hard to know where Brunner could have got his ideas about non- 
Christian religions, and it is pathetic to read his attempts to establish the 
differentia between them and the Christian faith. His view of religion and 
his attempt to exclude Christian faith from the general category of reli¬ 
gion provide one more example of the parochial prejudice that God has 
granted one and only one revelation of himself. 

These remarks on some of the more prominent theological critics of re¬ 
ligion, while showing us that to some extent the criticism proceeds on the 
ground of loaded definitions of religion and mav even sometimes be moti¬ 
vated by a desire to make an exclusive claim for the Christian revelation 
as the sole source of a genuine knowledge of God, nevertheless point to 
some substance in the complaint against religion. That religion can become 
a special area on its own, a luxury or a diversion or a place of refuge; that 
it can become a kind of machinery that robs God’s revelation of its de¬ 
mand and otherness, familiarizing it and putting it at our disposal; that it 
can become immature in many ways—these are facts of which there can 
be no doubt, and we may be glad that the criticism of religion has not 
been left to skeptics and that there are still men in the prophetic tradition 
who criticize religion in the light of the revelation out of which it has 
arisen. While we cannot agree with Barth that religion is a human activity, 
it certainly has its human side as it includes the various ways in which man 
responds to the revelation. Even when these were sketched out in the last 
section on the basic characteristics of religion, mention was made of the 
possibilities of distortion and perversion. For every phenomenon in which 
man plays a part, even religion, has an ambiguous character and is liable 


» Revelation and Reason, p. 258. 
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to the distortions and imbalances which so easily arise from the polarities 
of our existence. 

But while it may freely be conceded that religion has an ambiguous 
character and often becomes perverted so that there has been and still is a 
good deal of bad religion (both Christian and non-Christian) in the world, 
it is quite absurd to fly to extremes as some people are doing nowadays, and 
to condemn wholesale all religion, and to imagine that we can have faith 
without the structure of religion. There is indeed a subtle pride in this 
point of view. Angels could presumably lead the life of faith without the 
apparatus of religion. Men, however, are not angels but embodied crea¬ 
tures of flesh and blood who live in a world and in a stream of history, 
in the midst of social and physical realities. Even man come of age cannot 
shrug off the facticity of his existence. On the contrary, the more adult he 
is, the more clearly and readily does he accept his finite embodied status. 
These matters will be fully discussed in the third major division of this 
work, dealing with applied theology. But let us clearly recognize that man 
being the embodied existent that he is, revelation and the response of faith 
must find concrete expression in what we call “religion,” and that even 
those who in the name of faith or revelation rebel against religion do not 
escape from it. They produce their own version of religion, and this can 
turn out to be more distorted than the version they have rejected. 

The criticism of religion, whether it comes from skeptics or from 
prophets, does not drive us to the abandonment of religion but keeps us 
aware of its ambiguous character, and of the need for ensuring that reli¬ 
gion expresses rather than obscures the revelation and the life of faith 
which revelation engenders. But the manifold forms of religion and its 
manifold perversions demand continuous critical examination. Religion, 
after all, can permeate a whole culture, influencing its art, its institutions, 
its economics, its whole manner of life. So we find ourselves driven back 
with even more urgency to the task which presented itself at the end of 
the preceding section—the task of investigating religion further, and, in 
particular, of trying to see how the different forms of religion arise, and 
how they are related both to each other and to the basic structures of all 
religion. 


28. TYPES OF RELIGION 

The essence of religion, we have seen, is the self-manifestation of Being as 
this is received and appropriated in the life of faith. We have assumed (in 
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agreement with catholic Christian teaching) that in all religion there is 
some genuine knowledge of God, genuine revelation, and genuine grace, 
and we have turned away from the view (held especially by such Protes¬ 
tant theologians as Calvin and Barth) that there is no genuine knowledge 
of God outside of the Christian revelation, and that what may be called 
“God” in non-Christian religions is simply an idea fabricated by the human 
mind. But to show why the first of these views is to be preferred to the 
second, it will be necessary to show w hy, if all religion flows from the 
self-giving of the one God, he has been so differently represented and 
worshipped in the multitudinous faiths of mankind. 

Let me first name three possible factors which account for the diversity 
of form without losing sight of the underlying unity. 

The first factor is variation of symbolism. VVe recall from an earlier 
discussion 10 that our talk about God or Being has an indirect symbolic 
character, and we have seen something of the structure and functioning 
of symbols. Symbols are no t,arb itrarily chosen . T hey grow up in the lif e 
of a people, and clearly those entities which are most significant for the 
existence of a particular people arc most likely to establish themselves as 
symbols of Being. For instance, in ancient Egypt the sun-god Amon and 
the fertility-goddess Isis arc two major symbols of numinous Being, prob¬ 
ably because the whole life of the nation depended on -the two great nat¬ 
ural forces, the sun and the river. But the symbols need not come from 
nature. They may be taken from the history of the people, perhaps from 
some great moment of deliverance which had become for that people the 
focus of divine grace and revelation. Whatever the symbol or symbols 
might be, they would always fall short of the reality, though, as we have 
seen, they might have varying degrees of adequacy. They might also have 
varying potentialities for development; some rhight remain relatively fixed 
and perhaps eventually die, while others possess the capacity for expan¬ 
sion and renewal. This capacity for development would seem to belong to 
historical and personal symbols rather than to natural ones. 

The variation of symbols goes a long way toward explaining not only 
the diversity of religions but also many of the distortions and perversions. 
All symbols, we have seen, have a paradoxical character and need to be 
both affirmed and denied. Where inadequate symbols are simply affirmed, 
distortion takes place, and the more inadequate the symbol, the greater the 
distortion. It must be remembered, however, that no symbol can be cn- 


10 See above, pp. 134-145- 
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tirely adequate to the mystery of Being, and that every symbol or group 
of symbols belongs within a stream of history. A symbol may have become 
“classic” for a group sharing a given history, but if the group claims for 
this symbol a monopoly, so to speak, as the bearer of the divine revelation, 
then again we have distortion. 

A second factor is the psychology of the individual or group. Allusion 
was made at'an early stage of this work to the varieties of religious experi¬ 
ence . 11 Persons brought up within the same religious community, nurtured 
on the same classic revelation and the symbols in which it has found ex¬ 
pression, may nevertheless respond in diverse ways, though all of these 
may be responses of faith. Religion, and indeed faith too, include the hu¬ 
man response, and since no two human beings are completely alike, the 
nature of the response varies. So we get mystics, prophets, ecstatics, re¬ 
vivalists, puritans and so on. These types cut across the divisions between 
the great historical faiths. A thoroughly Calvinistic Christian, believing in 
the absolute sovereignty of God and believing that this is expressed in a 
meticulously regulated providence and predestination, stands closer in many 
respects to a Muslim, who has fatalistically submitted to the power of 
God, than he stands to many of his fellow Christians; and a Sufi mystic in 
IsTam may find more kinship with Christian mystics than with many of his 
coreligionists. Perhaps there is also a psychology of groups, whole na¬ 
tions or races tending to have certain mental or emotional characteristics, 
though of course this would be only in a general way and would not ex¬ 
clude many individual exceptions. Thus some peoples seem to be more 
emotional, others more phlegmatic; some outgoing, others relatively intro¬ 
spective; some given to. colorful modes of expression, others to much more 
austere and reserved ways. So while the major historical faiths may contain 
all kinds of variations due to individual differences, there may nevertheless 
be a kind of normative position that is typical of the group as a whole. 
Thus, to return to our earlier examples, the thoroughgoing Calvinist rep¬ 
resents an aberration within Christianity, while it is the Sufi mystic who 
is untypical within Islam. 

That individual and group differences in psychological makeup account 
for many religious differences is undeniable. Religions ought to be suffi¬ 
ciently flexible to accommodate different types of persons, and indeed 
some groups are noted for their comprehensiveness. This may partly de¬ 
pend on the question, already noted, about the capacity of symbols for de¬ 
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velopment and communication. On the other hand, there can be no doubt 
that the absolutizing of what may be no more than psychological differ¬ 
ences has been a frequent source of division in religion and has issued in 
some of the worst perversions. 

With more diffidence, I mention as a possible third factor variation in 
Being's own self-disclosure. This is a much more speculative matter, and 
one can speak only in a very tentative manner of it. Nevertheless, when 
we consider that in the history of a culture there may be ages of faith 
when God’s reality is, it would seem, overwhelmingly and convincingly 
present, but also ages of secularism when God seems silent or absent, it is 
at least a question whether such an alternation can be entirely accounted 
for in terms that are immanent to the development of the culture, or 
whether we must suppose that at different times God may draw near or 
withdraw himself. It is well known too that saintly individuals report 
periods of aridity in their lives when God seems to have removed to a 
distance. Furthermore, while we can to a large extent account for the 
varieties of religion in terms of differences of symbolism and differences 
of psychological response, there would seem to be more to it than this. 
While the symbols are partly determined by the circumstances of the cul¬ 
ture within which they function as symbols of Being, they are surely in 
part also determined by the initiative of Being in the revelation, for it is 
in and through these particular symbols that Being declares and manifests 
itself. Thus we would have to suppose that the variation of symbols is in 
some degree linked with a variation of Being’s self-disclosure, as it reveals 
itself now perhaps more in its transcendence, now more in its immanence. 

Let me stress again that these remarks are very speculative and tentative. 
They raise the question whether, in a sense, Being has itself a history, over 
and above the history of our apprehension of Being. Perhaps indeed we 
must speak of a history of Being, if we are to allow for a genuine tran¬ 
scendence of Being and anything like an act of grace or revelation. But 
on the other hand, history belongs to Being, not Being to history. This in 
turns raises the question of Being in relation to time, and the further work¬ 
ing out of this must be left to the contexts in which we shall discuss the 
doctrines of God, creation, and eschatology. 

We now see what arc the factors that bring about the diversity of reli¬ 
gions, though we can also see that there is an underlying unity, in that all 
of the religions stem from Being’s self-manifestation as this is received in 
faith. The next step is to try to discern some kind of structure in the 
family of religions and to arrange them in an intelligible order. There are 
obvious limits as to what can be done in this direction, for, as has already 
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been pointed out, some of the variations cut across the borders of the his¬ 
torical religions, and again, there arc all kinds of mixed and intermediate 
types. Nevertheless, we can discern a limited number of classic patterns of 
religion, and to sec what these are is a major step toward understanding 
the relation of the religions to religion and to one another. 

Two preliminary points need to be made before we proceed to the ex¬ 
position of the types. The first is that we must hold fast to a logical basis 
of classification. There arc many typologies of religion, but most of them 
suffer from the defect that they have very confused criteria, one religion 
being characterized by its conception of God, another by some psycho¬ 
logical trait of its adherents, and so on. In accordance with the existential- 
ontological approach of this book, the criterion for differentiating and 
ordering the types will be the way in which holy Being is experienced in 
each. The second point is that we must recall that any survey of the types 
of religion must involve a perspective, for our human existence is such 
that we must see things from a limited point of view. The perspective 
need not be a norm (this matter will call for further discussion) but it is 
inescapable. In this book, the perspective is the Christian one. Being re¬ 
veals itself as both transcendent and immanent, and this is implied in the 
central Christian idea of incarnation. 

Now this perspective, taken in conjunction with the existential-onto¬ 
logical criterion already mentioned, leads to the construction of a typol¬ 
ogy in two convergent series. Moving out from the point of convergence, 
one series consists of those types of religion in which Being is experienced 
in increasing degrees of transcendence, until at the limit it is completely 
withdrawn, the stage where Being is “forgotten” and only the beings re¬ 
main. The other series leads through those types of religion in which Being 
is experienced primarily as immanent, and here too at the limit Being dis¬ 
appears as holy Being, not by slipping over the horizon, so to speak, but 
by becoming fragmented and absorbed into the beings. The series are 
shown in the diagram on p. 167. 

In a very general way, it may be said that the religions in the tran¬ 
scendence series share some other characteristics: they are interested in 
temporality and eschatology; their categories are personal, ethical, and ra¬ 
tional; their worship tends to be austere and mainly verbal, and may be 
reduced to very meager propositions; their ideal is obedience to a demand. 
By contrast, the religions in the immanence series tend toward a timeless, 
unhistorical understanding; their categories are mystical, and either im¬ 
personal or suprapersonal; their worship tends toward elaborate ritual and 
may have high esthetic qualities, with an appreciation for symbol and ges- 
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ture as well as for spoken word; their ideal is communion, or even ab¬ 
sorption. Let me again say that there are many exceptions to these broad 
generalizations. 

It should also be said that no succession, still less progression, of types 
in history is implied, though the more archaic types appear in one series 
and the more recent tend to be concentrated in the other. Also, the group¬ 
ing has probably been too neatly balanced, but this is the almost inevitable 
result of having to take one’s own perspective as the center of reference, 
and I hope that so far as this involves us in a certain artificiality, this will 
be redressed in the next section’s discussion of the relation between the 
religions. For the present, however, let us characterize briefly the types in 
the two series, beginning with the transcendence series. 

1. Closest to our starting point is a monotheism in which one God has 
created the world and transcends it, but is also active in it and reveals his 
will in the course of worldly events. What I have in mind is, of course, the 
religion of the Old Testament and Judaism, Christianity’s nearest neigh¬ 
bors. The interest in time is apparent both in the Old Testament concep¬ 
tion of history and in Jewish apocalyptic. God is conceived in personal 
ethical terms, and his most typical attribute is righteousness. He com¬ 
municates by his word. Worship is relatively simple, and the prophets in¬ 
sist on the subordination of the cult to the demand for righteousness. The 
goal is the fulfilling of the law, not in any merely legalistic or external 
sense, but rather by letting it permeate the whole life of man. 

2. There is a more severe kind of monotheism in which the transcen¬ 
dence of God over the world and over men is more sharply emphasized. 
The classic example is Islam. Stress is laid on the divine attribute of sov¬ 
ereignty, or power, though one should not forget the compensating at¬ 
tribute of mercy. Worship is again austere, and perhaps even more than in 
Hebrew religion is there an utter abhorrence of images or anything that 
might savor of idolatry. Moral duties are laid on the believer, but his at¬ 
titude is better described as submission (the very meaning of the name 
“Islam”) than obedience, while the utter power of God over man tends 
toward a fatalism. 

3. The increased stress on the transcendence of God over the world 
can take a different form. He becomes so remote from the world that his 
power over it diminishes, and perhaps it is even believed that he did not 
create the world, and that it is the work of other powers, hostile to God. 
This type of religion recognizes the ambiguity of the world, and it does 
so in a dualistic world view, in which a transcendent God is opposed by 
one or more powers of evil. The classic example is Zoroastrianism, but the 
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same kind of dualism is found in Gnosticism and Manichaeism. The in¬ 
terest in time is very obvious, for probably the Zoroastrians were the first 
to develop a cosmic eschatology and it may have been from them that the 
Jews and so eventually the Christians borrowed their eschatological ideas. 
Especially in Gnosticism, God is utterly remote, inaccessible, and unknow- 
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able. In the dualistic religions the believers are often confronted with an 
ethical demand, dramatized in terms of the war between the opposing 
powers, but in some of the Gnostic sects salvation could also be thought 
of in terms of a release to be gained through knowing the appropriate 
formulae of words. 

4. Yet a further case is the one where God is made utterly remote but 
there is no consciousness of an opposing power. Thus God simply appears 
on the remote horizon and receives polite recognition, but for all practical 
purposes he might almost fade out. Perhaps he still lends some kind of 
aura to the moral code. Here the classic case would be Confucianism, 
though the deism of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries would be 
rather similar. The outlook is essentially rationalistic and humanistic. 

The limiting case is atheism, where God fades out of the picture alto¬ 
gether. It is one of the merits of van der Leeuw’s study of religion that he 
has shown the place of atheism within the typology of religions. 12 Perhaps 
one could trace the lineage of the atheism of the West through the Protes¬ 
tant emphasis on divine transcendence leading into deism and finally to 
the vanishing of God. Contemporary atheism, having forgotten Being in 
its preoccupation with beings, relies on technology for the mastering of 
beings. In its belief in progress, it still retains the typical interest of this 
series in temporality and eschatology. 

We turn now to the immanence series. Here too four major types may 
be distinguished. This time, however, we shall begin at the outermost limit 
and work inward to the center from which our perspective looks out. 
This order of exposition commends itself because in this series we can dis¬ 
cern something like a course of historical development. The religion of 
India, for instance, would be able to provide illustrations of all four types, 
from primitive animism to the rise of Buddhism. 

The limiting case at the end of this series is fetishism. Fetishism recog- 
nizes a vaguely diffused numinous power, like the mana of the Melanesians 
and its counterparts among other races, and tries to utilize by means of 
magic the objects in which mana is supposed to dwell. Fetishism is treated 
here as the limiting case because holy Being has disappeared into the be¬ 
ings. There is a parallel between fetishism at the limit of immanence and 
atheism at the limit of transcendence, though in atheism holy Being had 
disappeared beyond the beings. But both the fetishist and the atheist make 
man the measure of things, and set out to attain the domination of the 


12 Religion in Essence and Manifestation, vol. II, p. 600. 
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beings. Whereas, however, the contemporary atheist places his trust in 
technology, the fetishist places his in magic, the manipulation for his own 
ends of occult powers. We need not ask whether fetishism preceded reli¬ 
gion or is a degeneration from religion (for any immature self-seeking 
religion is a kind of fetishism) or whether religion and magic originally 
coexisted in some undifferentiated matrix. The point is that in principle 
fetishism is distinct from what we have agreed to call “religion.” 

1. When we pass to what can properly be recognized as types of reli¬ 
gion within the immanence series, we notice first the animism that is char¬ 
acteristic of most primitive peoples. The expression “animism” is used here 
in a wide sense to denote anything from belief in a vague numinous power 
supposed to be resident in some objects up to the more sophisticated be¬ 
lief in spirits as described in Tylor’s classic study of primitive religion. In 
animism, holy Being is experienced as immanent in the beings, but it is 
experienced as fragmented and diffused. There is of course at this stage 
very little awareness of time. In spite of the seeming crudity of primitive 
ritual and belief, it has the seeds of more advanced insights. 

2. The next type is polytheism. This presumably develops out of ani¬ 
mism, and of course there are many well-known examples from Egypt, 
Mesopotamia, Greece, India and elsewhere. Being is still experienced as 
immanent and as fragmented, but is not so diffuse as in animism. It is 
focused now in great phenomena of nature, such as the sky, the sun, the 
sea; or the gods may assume a human form, as they did in Greece. There 
is a parallel between the experience of Being in polytheism and that in 
dualism, for in polytheism too the ambiguity of the world appears, as in 
stories of wars among the gods, the good against the bad. But polytheism 
differs sharply from dualism and remains true to the immanence series in 
having no sense of history or eschatology. Polytheism expresses itself in 
myth, and its myth is that of the eternal return. 13 Nature polytheism re¬ 
flects the cycles of the seasons, but humanized polytheism also devalues 
time and history and conceives Being as timeless, as we see from the “im¬ 
mortals” of the Olympian religion. 

3. At a more sophisticated level, we come to the thought of Being as 
the undifferentiated unity immanent in or, perhaps we should say, under¬ 
lying the multiplicity of individual beings. Here we have a high pantheism, 
illustrated by some elements in Hinduism and also by some in Taoism. 
Change and multiplicity are only illusion. The reality is the “uncarved 


13 Cf. Mircea Eliade, Cosvros and History. 
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block,” the one simple all-inclusive being. Even the gods are only appear¬ 
ances of the One. The goal of the religious life is communion with or 
rather union to the primal Being, and the typical form of the religious 
experience is mysticism. 

4. It may seem, however, that a primal undifferentiated being is indis¬ 
tinguishable from nothing, and so Being is reduced from the One to simply 
the immanent cosmic order, in accordance with which the beings fulfill 
their various functions. An example of this experience of Being is the 
Hinayana Buddhism, as it emerges out of Hinduism. Other examples would 
be Taoism, in at least some of its aspects, and Stoicism. In all these ex¬ 
amples, there is no personal God as symbol of Being, but an impersonal 
order ( dharma, tao, logos ) immanent in the world. Again, events move 
in cycles, symbolized by the Buddhist wheel of becoming, so that tem¬ 
porality and history are devalued. The ethic is quietist rather than activist, 
for it is one of non-attachment to finite things, and conformation and self- 
effacement in the order of the world. 

The center from which these types have been described is itself a type, 
though it is scarcely necessary to characterize it here since its explication 
is our major concern in this whole work. It may suffice to remind our¬ 
selves that an effort has been made in this central type to maintain a proper 
balance between the transcendence and the immanence of holy Being, and 
that this especially characterizes Christianity, with its doctrine of an in¬ 
carnation. However, let us also remind ourselves that there are many varia¬ 
tions within Christianity itself, so that some forms of Christianity swing 
out on either side into other types; while on the other hand there are 
variations in non-Christian religions, particularly in Hinduism and Maha- 
yana Buddhism, which swing in toward what (from our perspective) is 
taken as the central type. 

The value of a typology such as has been worked out in this section is 
that it enables us to see both the unity and diversity of the religions, and 
affords a frame of reference for discussing their interrelations. To such a 
discussion we must now turn. 


29. COMMITMENT AND OPENNESS IN RELIGION 
It may be claimed first that the typology of religion worked out in the 
last section vindicates the attempt in our philosophical theology to talk of 
general structures of religion on the basis of participation in a particular 
religion. The attempt is vindicated because all religions can be seen as 
variations on a fundamental theme—the impinging of holy Being upon the 
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being of man. When we become aware of the perspective from which we 
ourselves are looking, then this very awareness reduces the possibilities of 
distortion that arise from the inevitable particularity of one’s own view¬ 
point. 

Furthermore, it may be claimed that our typology also vindicates our 
preference for the catholic over the Calvinistic-Barthian view of the rela¬ 
tion of our own particular faith, Christianity, to other faiths. The catholic 
view recognizes a genuine knowledge of God in the non-Christian reli¬ 
gions, while the extreme Protestant view sees in them only error and 
idolatry. The two scries of types make it clear that the Christian faith is 
continuous with non-Christian faiths, not discontinuous, as Barth claims, 
and that there is no one exclusive revelation of God. We therefore utterly 
reject the view that one religion is true and all the rest false; or (what we 
take to be a subtle restatement of the same error) that all religions are 
judged and rejected, including the Christian religion so far as it is a reli¬ 
gion, by the one and only veridical revelation in Christ. Not only are such 
views intellectually indefensible but, because religious beliefs are never 
merely intellectual but are part of an existential attitude, they are also 
morally objectionable and are the root of fanaticism and pride. 

I wish now, however, to appeal for an opening up of the catholic view 
itself, which, though it has recognized a genuine knowledge of God in 
the non-Christian religions, has too often been grudging in this recogni¬ 
tion. I have purposely spoken in this chapter of a perspective, not of a 
norm, and I think the time has come for Christians to have a far more 
open and generous attitude toward other faiths. 

Let me make it quite clear that I am not flying to the foolish extreme 
of saying that all religions arc alike or of equal value, for our typology 
itself makes it abundantly evident that not only are there differences 
among the religions but that there are manifold possibilities for imbalance 
and perversion. Neither am I advocating a syncretism, for this would mean 
looking along all perspectives at once, and we have already noted that for 
a finite historical human being, this is an impossibility; or at least, those 
who try it usually end up with something intolerably superficial and senti¬ 
mental. Least of all am I advocating an intellectualizcd abstract quintes¬ 
sence of common doctrine distilled from all the religions, for such a gen¬ 
eralized faith would lack the concreteness that our embodied existence 
demands—and it will be remembered that our defense of “religion” against 
its critics turned partly on this need for the concrete and the this-worldly. 

All I am saying is that one can commit oneself within one’s own com¬ 
munity of faith and in terms of the symbols established in that community, 
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and yet believe that for a person in other circumstances, the same God 
reveals himself in another community and under different symbols, and 
that there may be nothing defective or inadequate about that person’s 
commerce with God. Since we can see that other community only from 
the outside and cannot have intimate participation in it, we cannot say at 
first hand that there is revelation in that community, though a fortiori we 
could never deny it. But if we sec in the persons of that community 
growth in selfhood and the workings of grace, can we doubt that God 
is indeed with them and is making himself known to them? And finally, 
should we not rejoice that the grace of holy Being is not narrowly con¬ 
fined to one community or one particular occasion and history of reve¬ 
lation? 

The view advocated here is not contrary to catholic tradition but is 
rather an expansion of it and an updating in the light of present-day 
knowledge. The grudging attitude toward other faiths was occasioned by 
outmoded views about the world, and by lack of knowledge of and con¬ 
tacts with other cultures. Let me mention three reasons that impel us to 
abandon the old-time parochialism. 

1. When Christianity was born in the first century, people supposed our 
earth to be at the center of things, so that terrestrial history was cosmic 
history. Moreover, this had been a short history, or at least short enough 
for people to know what had happened from “the beginning” down to 
their own day, and it was all going to end soon. Thus it was natural 
enough to suppose that there might be one exclusive or at any rate im¬ 
measurably superior revelation in the course of this very limited history. 
But along came Copernicus, and since his time our horizons keep on ex¬ 
panding. The overwhelming probability is that countless billions of “his¬ 
tories” have been enacted in the cosmos, and a space-age cosmology calls 
for a vastly enlarged understanding of divine grace and revelation. Now 
that man is reaching out into space, Alice Meynell’s prediction is not so 
improbable: 

Doubtless we shall compare together, hear 
A million alien gospels, in what guise 
He trod the Pleiades, the Lyre, the Bear. 

2. The antiquity and development of man himself and the achievements 
of alien cultures on our own planet were hardly known when the Bible 
was written or when classical theology was formulated. Indeed, they have 
been known with any precision only since the nineteenth century. An¬ 
thropologists investigated the religion of primitive man, and it became 
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clear that all religions, including biblical religion, have arisen out of primi¬ 
tive ideas and practices. This in no way devalues the religion of later 
stages, any more than science would be devalued in so far as it may have 
arisen out of magic. But anthropology does suggest a continuity among 
all religions. The study of comparative religion reinforces this view, and 
as the vast spiritual treasures of the Asian religions were opened up to the 
Western mind, it became clear that in spite of the alien conceptuality and 
symbolism, there are profound points of agreement. There becomes ap¬ 
parent a unity underlying all the diverse religions. We might well end this 
paragraph with a quotation to parallel the one that ended the preceding 
paragraph. This time we go to the blind Scottish hymn writer, George 
Matheson: 


Gather us in, thou Love that fillest all; 

Gather our rival faiths within thy fold. 

Rend each man’s temple-veil and bid it fall, 

That we may know that thou hast been of old. 

3. While in a theological exposition a merely practical consideration 
could have no weight, it is nevertheless excusable to adduce it as an addi¬ 
tional point. The consideration is that religious pluralism will be with us 
for a long time if not forever, and it is desirable that the religions should 
not only find a modus vivendi but that they should actively seek closer 
understanding of each other and cooperate in common tasks. The spiritual 
predicament of mankind today cannot be thought of in terms of Chris¬ 
tianity (or any other particular religion) against the rest, but rather in 
terms of the contrast between the knowledge of God and of the grace of 
holy Being on the one hand, and materialism and positivism on the other. 

We therefore see the ideal relation between religions as one of tension 
or balance between commitment and openness; commitment to the par¬ 
ticular tradition in which holy Being has addressed us, an existential com¬ 
mitment that cannot be replaced by some mixing of traditions or some 
vague “religion in general”; and at the same time, an open and positive 
attitude to other faiths, believing that in this area where distortion takes 
place so readily, each faith can both contribute to and learn from the 
others. 

These remarks complete the first division of this work, the division that 
has dealt with philosophical theology. Bearing in mind its descriptions and 
analyses, we now go on to the explication of the particular religious faith 
and its concrete symbols which lies at the heart of our inquiry, to Chris¬ 
tian theology proper. 
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30. THE MATTER OF SYMBOLIC THEOLOGY 
In the first division of this work, our concern was with general structures 
and concepts, such as faith, sin, grace, revelation, and so on. The treat¬ 
ment was to a large extent formal, and even when we talked of the con¬ 
tent of revelation and of the faith in which revelation is received, we 
confined ourselves to such wide expressions as “holy Being.” It was made 
clear throughout, however, that we were not defending the hypothesis of 
some abstract “general revelation,” for all revelation is given on particular 
occasions and has its definite content. The last chapter explored the rela¬ 
tion between the particular occasions and the general structures, and, it is 
hoped, both vindicated the generality of our earlier investigations and 
pointed to the need for a concrete working out of these in terms of a 
particular faith-content. As was made clear at the beginning, it is only on 
the basis of participation in a particular historical faith that one could 
sketch out even a general philosophical theology, as distinct from a de¬ 
tached study of religion. But in philosophical theology, the particular 
faith-commitment supplies only a perspective from which to approach 
the general questions. Now that these have been explored, we turn to the 
explication of the particular faith. 

This means that we come now to specifically Christian theology, to 
the explication of that faith which centers in the revelation given in the 
person and work of Jesus Christ. This revelation has been transmitted in 
the Christian community, primarily in the scriptures of the community, 
but also in the community’s tradition of life and thought, in which the 
revelation has already been developed and explicated in ways that have 
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become part of the community’s identity, so that they could scarcely 
be discarded without destroying the continuity of the community. The 
whole issue of tradition will demand fuller discussion when we come to 
talk about the nature of the community itself, but for the present it is 
simply being claimed that any explication of the Christian faith, while it 
must be rooted in the Bible as the primary testimony to the primordial 
revelation, cannot leap straight back across the centuries to the New 
Testament but must take account of the way in which the Church, in 
its creeds, in the decisions of its ecumenical councils (especially those of 
the early centuries), and, generally, in its collective wisdom and universal 
teaching, has understood and interpreted the faith which it holds and of 
which it is the guardian. 

As already intimated, I propose to call this division of the work “sym¬ 
bolic theology.” When this expression was first introduced and reasons 
given for preferring it over the more traditional expression, “dogmatic 
theology,” it was stated that the reasons for the preference would become 
clearer after we had studied the logic of theological language. We have 
now done this, and I hope that one of the results of this study has indeed 
been to show us the appositeness of talking about “symbolic theology” to 
designate the explication of a faith that relates itself to a particular and 
concrete revelation of holy Being. 

Our study showed us that all our talk of God must be indirect, because 
our language is primarily adapted for talking about beings, so that when 
we want to talk about Being, we have to stretch the everyday usages of 
language. We saw how, in various ways, beings and our talk about beings 
can open up for us insights into Being. The most general way of describ¬ 
ing indirect language of this kind is to call it “symbolic,” though we have 
seen that some parts of it might be more accurately called “analogical,” 
some “paradoxical,” and the undifferentiated language out of which these 
arise, “mythical.” 

There may, however, be some resistance to the expression “symbolic 
theology” on the ground that it may seem to take away reality from what 
is talked about, or again that it may seem to deny any genuine knowledge 
of whatever reality there may be. Our whole exposition of symbols should 
have made it clear that such fears are unfounded. It was shown that sym¬ 
bols, so far from being mere empty ciphers, have Being “present-and- 
manifest” in them, as was repeatedly said. They are not just ideas floating 
in our minds but are the concrete ways in which Being (God) accom¬ 
plishes its self-giving and self-manifestation. Furthermore, it was shown 
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that symbolic language is not just a poetic language of images, but does 
throw light on actual structures. The typical language of symbolic theol¬ 
ogy is a mixed one in which both images and concepts play their part. 
We should remember Paul Tillich’s good advice: “One should never say, 
‘only a symbol,’ but one should say, ‘not less than a symbol’.” 1 So we 
should be far from despising symbols for they have an indispensable part 
to play in our knowing, providing the only way in which we can attain 
insight into and talk about Being. 

What then is the symbolic material in which the Christian revelation 
has found expression? It should be remembered that the theological in¬ 
terest lies primarily in verbal expression, that is to say, in articulating the 
faith in words, though the expression of faith in life and worship is at 
least equally important, perhaps more so, and has its own implied theology 
which we must not allow to slip out of sight. But we have already indi¬ 
cated where the verbal symbols of the Church’s faith are to be found, 
namely, in the Bible and in the subsequent development of the Church’s 
thought. These are the vehicles by which the content of the primordial 
revelation, so far as this could be put into words, has been passed on. An 
examination of this material will show us what the distinctively Christian 
symbols are, and what special marks, if any, may belong to these symbols 
as a whole. 

While it would be impossible to attempt anything like a classification of 
this mass of material—the work of form-critics shows how complicated 
is the task of classifying even a small segment of the material—neverthe¬ 
less some major categories may be recognized, and it is important that we 
should take note of them before embarking on the task of a theological 
explication of the material. 

i. First among these categories may be mentioned myth, that is to say, 
material displaying all the characteristics which were earlier listed as be¬ 
longing to the mythical mode of discourse. 2 There are in fact very few 
straightforward mythical narratives in the Bible, for the criticism of myth 
had already begun. The story of the creation of Adam and the subsequent 
fall comes within the category of myth, and there are allusions to older 
myths. But while intact myths are rare, mythological ideas are all-pervasive 
both in the Bible and in subsequent theology. Eschatological ideas de¬ 
rived from myths about the end color the whole of the gospel narrative, 
for instance. 

1 Dynamics of Faith, p. 45. 

2 See above, pp. 131-132. 
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2. Next may be mentioned a vast amount of imagery which may per¬ 
haps be broadly designated analogical. It differs from myth in that it is 
used with full consciousness of its symbolic character, and also in that it 
has much more of an ad hoc character and does not constitute in itself a 
cosmic story or series of stories. This miscellaneous material includes ana¬ 
logues, similes, metaphors, parables, allegories, and whatever other ways 
are employed of trying to point to God and to illuminate his meaning for 
human existence. 

3. Very important and distinctive for the Christian revelation is history. 
In the Old Testament, God makes himself known in the history of Israel, 
which is interpreted as his deliverances and his judgments; while the New 
Testament message has as its center the history of Jesus Christ, and espe¬ 
cially his death and resurrection. But while we rightly acknowledge the 
centrality of history in the biblical revelation, we must also acknowledge 
that it is history of a peculiar kind. It is not a scientific reconstruction of 
past events, as many modern scholars would understand history. Just as 
revelation, in order to be revelation, must include the reception and ap¬ 
propriation of the revelation by the person or community to whom it is 
directed, so history, considered as a vehicle of revelation, is already pre¬ 
sented to us in an interpreted form, with the historical happenings repre¬ 
sented as divine acts. Hence the historical material in Christianity tends to 
be incorporated into the mythical framework, and also to be embellished 
by legendary material illustrative of what is taken to be the “meaning” of 
the history. In many cases, it has become impossible to know what the 
facts of the matter were—just what would have been seen by a person 
present, or just what would have been heard. The question of history and 
its interpretation is one that is constantly arising in the context of Chris¬ 
tian theology, and in various ways it will engage our attention. For the 
present, however, we simply note that Christianity differs from manv 
religions in placing its revelation within the course of world history rather 
than in a timeless myth. 

4. Yet another category of material is dogma —and it was indicated 
that although we propose to drop the adjective “dogmatic” and the ex¬ 
pression “dogmatic theology,” it might still be found useful to retain the 
noun “dogma.” There is little dogma in the New Testament itself, but 
the formulation of dogmas, creeds, and definitions of belief became a 
major concern of the Church at quite an early stage in its existence. A 
dogma would seem to have at least three distinguishing marks: it has its 
basis in the revelation; it is proposed by the Church, as expressing the 
mind of the community on a particular issue; and it has a conceptual and 
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propositional form, being often expressed in a philosophical terminology. 
As is well known, dogmas were usually formulated when there was a 
threat that the Church’s teaching in some area might be gravely distorted, 
and it had become necessary to state more precisely than had ever been 
done before just what the Church’s teaching in this matter might be. 
Thus dogmas are interpretations. For historical reasons, some areas of the 
Church’s teaching (such as the doctrine of the person of Christ) were 
interpreted rather precisely, while other areas (such as the doctrine of 
the work of Christ) were much less closely interpreted. In any case, how¬ 
ever, what may have been an interpretation in the fourth century of our 
era will almost certainly stand in need of reinterpretation today, especially 
if it uses the language of an outmoded philosophy. So when it was said 
earlier in this section that the modern theologian cannot turn his back on 
credal symbols that have become elements in the community’s identity, 
this certainly did not mean that he is simply to repeat these unaltered. 
This would be quite unintelligent deference to tradition. He is not to 
reject symbols that declare the Church’s common mind, but he must, 
by what has earlier been described as “repetitive thinking,” ;1 penetrate 
behind the possibly quaint and even alien language of the dogma to the 
existential issues that agitated the Church at the time of the dogma’s for¬ 
mulation, and appropriate for our own time and in our own language the 
essential insight which the dogma sought to express. Every interpretation, 
in course of time, demands a new act of interpretation. When it is remem¬ 
bered further that dogmas were usually formulated to exclude particular 
errors, so that they are frequently more explicit in what they rule out 
than in what they affirm, it will be understood that the formulation of a 
dogma does not mean that some final point has been reached and that 
future generations are excused from reflecting any more on the matter. 
The point has been well put by Karl Rahner, with special reference to 
christological dogma: “The clearest formulations, the most sanctified 
formulas, the classic condensations of the centuries-long work of the 
Church in prayer, reflection and struggle concerning God’s mysteries; 
all these derive their life from the fact that they are not end but begin¬ 
ning, not goals but means, truths which open the way to the ever greater 
Truth.” 4 

5. We must also notice the vast amount of what may be called practi¬ 
cal material in the sources for symbolic theology. Under this category 
we include all the ethical material on the conduct of life, and also all the 


3 See above, p. 92. 

4 Theological Investigations , vol. I, p. 149. 
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directions and counsels on prayer, worship, the community, and so on. 
This is not to be dismissed as merely practical, as if it had nothing to do 
with theology. We have repeatedly observed that theology is one way in 
which faith expresses itself, but there are other and probably more im¬ 
portant ways. Yet these ways are not to be separated, for ideally they are 
only aspects of the total expression of faith in the whole existence of 
man. What he does implies a theology, while theological convictions in 
turn have their influence on action. The practical side of Christian teach¬ 
ing is to be kept in view if the existential dimension of theology is to be 
maintained, and it is to be prevented from lapsing into an arid scholas¬ 
ticism. 

This brief characterization of the major categories of material to which 
we must pay attention in any attempt at a theological explication of the 
specifically Christian revelation does not pretend to be exhaustive. Yet 
perhaps we are able to perceive from it something of the distinctive char¬ 
acter of Christian symbolism as a whole. There is a preference, though 
not an exclusive preference, for the dynamic and dramatic, the temporal 
and historical, over generalized timeless truths. Even the traditional dog¬ 
mas, with their abstract metaphysical terminology, were used to elucidate 
the person of Christ, or again the differentiated and fundamentally dy¬ 
namic “life” of the triune God. This distinctive character of the Christian 
symbols will become more apparent as our symbolic theology is developed. 


31. THE METHOD OF SYMBOLIC THEOLOGY 
The transition from philosophical theology to symbolic theology involves 
also a shift in method, already hinted at in our general introductory re¬ 
marks on method. 5 The shift is not, of course, a total one, but it may be 
expressed by saying that in this middle division of the work, interpreta¬ 
tion will be our major concern, just as description played the principal 
role in the first division. But no sharp distinction can be made between 
them. Every description tends to become an interpretation, while any 
securely based interpretation must begin from a full and accurate descrip¬ 
tion of what is to be interpreted—that is to say, from exposure to the 
matter itself, which is indeed the explicit aim of phenomenology. 

It is worth noting that in the most recent discussions of hermeneutics, 
increasing stress seems to be laid just on this very business of letting our- 


5 See above, p. 38. 
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selves be exposed to the matter itself, rather than on concerning ourselves 
too much with our actual methods or with the prior understanding which 
in every case we undoubtedly bring to the tasks of interpretation. There 
is stress on the need to return to the sources, to listen and to let ourselves 
hear what is said in the classic expositions of the Christian revelation, 
rather than to allow these to be obscured for us by centuries of interven¬ 
ing and sometimes distorting transmission. As with so much else in con¬ 
temporary theology, we can see here the influence of Heidegger (quite ex¬ 
plicit in such students of hermeneutic method as Fuchs and Ebeling) and 
his doctrine of a repetitive thinking which reaches back and enters into 
the thinking of the text to be interpreted. In offering an interpretation of 
a passage from Sophocles, Heidegger prefaces it by saving: “We must 
attempt to hear only what is said. But ... we are inexperienced at such 
hearing, and our ears are full of things that prevent us from hearing 
properly.” 0 

Because of this need to hear what is said, the systematic theologian must 
continually pay attention to what can be learned from biblical theology 
and historical theology since these presumably do conduct us back to the 
sources and light them up for us. But now we must be on our guard 
against an exaggerated respect for these classic expositions of the Christian 
revelation, whether in the New Testament or in the thought of some 
great period of the Church’s history, such as the Middle Ages or the Ref¬ 
ormation. There is a tendency among scholars to retreat into one or other 
of these periods, and even if these scholars are hearing with perfect clarity 
what was being said, this does not make them in the slightest degree in¬ 
terpreters unless they can come back to our own time and speak the same 
matter in the language and categories of our day. Biblical and historical 
theology can have merely an antiquarian interest unless they subserve the 
task of a contemporary exposition of faith. Let us remember Rahner’s 
remark that a classical formulation is not an end but a beginning. 

I shall not repeat what was said back in the introduction about the 
principles of interpretation. 7 But since in the intervening part of the book 
we have constructed a philosophical theology, including a study of theo¬ 
logical language, some points that were made only in a preliminary fashion 
in the earlier discussion can now be developed. 

Thus it was claimed that an existential-ontological language would be 
an appropriate one for theological interpretation, though this had still to 

G An Introduction to Metaphysics, p. 146. 

7 See above, pp. 36-38. 
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be shown. We are now in a position to evaluate the claim that was made 
then, for we have seen how a philosophical theology beginning from the 
analysis of human existence finds within that existence itself the question 
of being, and the development of this question leads in turn into a descrip¬ 
tive natural theology. Since we have seen that for an act of interpretation 
we require two parallel languages that can throw light on each other, we 
see how an existential-ontological language, describing universal structures 
and experiences of the human existent, can serve as the interpretative 
parallel for the symbolic language of a particular revelation. 8 Much of our 
symbolic theology will in fact be an interpretation of the Christian sym¬ 
bols in terms of the language of the philosophical theology developed in 
the first division. But we shall expect to find that as usual the process of 
interpretation involves a two-way traffic. If the existential-ontological lan¬ 
guage provides a frame of reference that will help us to locate and to un¬ 
derstand the symbols, these concrete symbols will from their side enrich 
and vivify the relatively abstruse language of existence and being. 

We are also in a position to understand better why the appropriate in¬ 
terpretative language should have been designated by the hyphenated ex¬ 
pression “existential-ontological”—an expression which, it must be con¬ 
fessed, is clumsy enough. The excuse for this expression must be that it 
points to two aspects in the interpretation, both of which we take to be 
indispensable. The symbolic material to be interpreted must be related 
on the one hand to our existence, and on the other to Being, and we must 
firmly resist erroneous interpretations which swing out either on the one 
side or on the other. 

Thus, we embrace not only the demythologizing method of Bultmann, 
and also the general method of existential interpretation which can be 
applied to material that would not strictly fall within the category of 
myth, but we reject any attempt at a purely existential theology. 0 Bult¬ 
mann too rejects such an extreme development of his position, but there 
are and have been theologians and philosophers of religion who think of 
Christianity’s symbolic material as setting forth nothing more than a 
manner of existence or a way of life for man. On this view, even state¬ 
ments about God are taken to be veiled statements about existence or 
possibly commands to act in a certain way. Religion becomes a purely 
practical matter, dogmas are interpreted as rules for the conduct of life, 
and the idea of God is taken to stand not for any independent or prior 
reality over against man but simply as a symbol of ideal existence. Our 

8 See above, p. 137. 

9 See my book, The Scope of Demythologizing, p. 152. 
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whole exposition of the revelatory situation in earlier parts of this book 
makes it clear that while indeed we acknowledge and indeed lay great 
stress on the existential dimension in theology, we have never thought of 
an existential interpretation as offering an exhaustive account of the con¬ 
tent of faith. It has been consistently maintained that religion is more 
than a practical matter and yields insight into the transhuman and, indeed, 
primordial reality which we call God or Being. So existential interpreta¬ 
tion (including interpretation in terms of an existentially conceived his¬ 
tory) can never constitute a complete theological method, though it is 
certainly an indispensable element in any adequate theological method, 
and we may be glad that this is so clearly recognized at the present time. 

So, on the other hand, our interpretation will be ontological in the 
sense that it will seek to elucidate from the symbolic material new and 
deeper understanding of Being. But here we must guard against the temp¬ 
tation of treating theology as if it were metaphysics and as if our aim were 
to provide just an intellectually satisfying account of God, the world, and 
man. With the rise of dogma in the early Church, concrete and existen¬ 
tially significant symbols tended to be edged out in favor of an abstract 
vocabulary of “substance,” “nature,” and the like. This kind of language 
does indeed serve to interpret and clarify the symbols, but then the dog¬ 
mas come to be thought of as objective, neutrally descriptive truths. Then 
from time to time we get protests against the excessive intellectualizing 
of faith, and against the transforming of the God of religion into the God 
of the philosophers, the living God into a metaphysical construct. Luther, 
Pascal, Kierkegaard, Harnack, and a host of others have in the modern 
period recalled theology from metaphysical speculation to its existential 
dimensions. The peril today, however, is not that faith will be understood 
in intellectual terms but that this whole side of theology will be obscured 
and that the current antipathy to metaphysics will crush out the onto¬ 
logical aspect of theology. In Gogarten and his followers, for instance, 
history and metaphysics are set up in a dualistic opposition to each other, 
and it is implied that the theologian must choose between the historical 
and the metaphysical method. Here it is important, I think, to see that 
ontology and metaphysics, though they have often been identical enter¬ 
prises, are not always so. Heidegger thinks of his own inquiry into Being 
as an “overcoming of metaphysics,” and it is clear that there is certainly 
a major difference between what he is doing and the old style metaphysic. 
The latter was a rational inquiry, proceeding by strictly logical demon¬ 
stration. Heidegger’s inquiry, on the other hand, is existentially oriented 
throughout; it considers Being not objectively but by way of our own 
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participation in Being; its appeal is not to deductive logic, but to the in¬ 
sights that we attain in such states of mind as anxiety. The objections to 
ontology in a theological interpretation rest on a failure to distinguish 
contemporary ontology from old style metaphysics. There need be no 
sharp dualism between history and ontology, and indeed if there is, it is 
fatal to the theological enterprise. Our own discussion of Being in the 
earlier parts of this book was, following Heidegger, always existentially 
rooted and oriented. As such, it was in no danger of becoming an abstract 
speculative mctaphysic. Provided that we continue to avoid this danger, 
the ontological aspect of theological interpretation must be as firmly 
maintained as the existential aspect. 

Another way of pointing to the inseparability of the two aspects of 
existential-ontological interpretation is to remind ourselves of the mean¬ 
ing of the word “God,” as this became clear to us in the earlier discussion. 10 
The word “God,” we have seen, is not just a synonym for “Being,” for 
it is not a neutral designation. It never means less than “holy Being,” that 
is to say, Being that impinges on our beings, demanding, judging, and 
sustaining, and Being to which in turn we give our allegiance. So any talk 
of God demands for its interpretation nothing less than an existential- 
ontological language. 


32. THE ORDER OF SYMBOLIC THEOLOGY 
Our philosophical theology set out from man, from the kind of existence 
and the range of experiences that are accessible to all of us, and from a 
phenomenological analysis of this starting point it advanced into the ex¬ 
ploration of the self-disclosure of holy Being. There is no reason why 
symbolic theology should not also set out from man as he is portrayed 
in Christian teaching, and then follow a similar course of development 
into the exploration of other areas of doctrine. The Christian faith con¬ 
stitutes a whole. Its various doctrines and symbols are all interrelated, 
so that although we have to discuss them one at a time, no single one of 
them can properly be understood in isolation from all the others. In prin¬ 
ciple, therefore, one could begin with any single doctrine, and the expo¬ 
sition of it would lead into all the others and to the view of the whole 
which alone gives life and meaning to the particular doctrines. 

It seems advisable, however, that we should choose another starting 


10 See above, p. 115. 
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point than man for our exposition of symbolic theology, for we are now 
in a different situation and faced with a different task from that which 
confronted us at the beginning of the book. At the beginning, an analysis 
of man seemed to be almost mandatory as the point of departure for a 
contemporary philosophical theology, for we saw that in a positivistic era 
one has to begin from the world of everyday experience, and cannot as¬ 
sume that talk of a transcendent reality would be even meaningful to one’s 
hearers, to say nothing of its being accepted as true. This philosophical 
theology had also an apologetic function, for as it went along it devel¬ 
oped, in terms of universally accessible experience, a frame of reference in 
relation to which the basic theological terms “sin,” “grace,” “faith,” “rev¬ 
elation,” and finally “God” could be seen to have clear and distinctive 
meanings. Assuming that the tasks of philosophical theology have been 
accomplished with such success as is possible in these fields, we now have 
much more freedom to choose our starting point for symbolic theology 
than we had in looking for a point of departure for philosophical theol¬ 
ogy. The basic theological ideas are there before us, and the basic struc¬ 
ture of religious faith has been outlined. So the reasons that impelled us 
to select man as the starting point for our first general tour of the theo¬ 
logical field are no longer operative now that we are ready to set out on a 
much more specific tour in terms of the concrete Christian revelation. 

Our present starting point will in fact be the doctrine of God. This 
doctrine is chosen because in a very special way it has a central place and 
underlies all the other doctrines. In Christian theology, man, sin, creation, 
salvation, and whatever else may be talked about are all seen in the light 
of God. Furthermore, it will be remembered that when we offered a ty¬ 
pology of religions, this was constructed on the basis of the way in which 
each religious type experienced and represented holy Being. This already 
implied that its symbols of Being (God) were what may be taken as most 
distinctive of the particular type. 

When it is said that the doctrine of God will be the point of departure 
for our exposition of symbolic theology, this does not mean simply a 
general idea of holy Being, but the distinctively Christian idea of God. 
This in turn means the triune God, the God who is unity but is also the 
trinity of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. This doctrine of the triune God 
already contains in nuce the whole Christian faith, so that reflection upon 
it will provide us with a center to which we can relate all the other doc¬ 
trines as we pass through them. We shall not find ourselves discussing 
single doctrines in abstraction and then at the end trying to fit them to- 
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gether in a whole. The doctrine of the triune God, as the very heart of 
the Christian faith, will from the beginning ensure that this faith is ex¬ 
pounded as a unitary whole. 

It is of course true that the doctrine of the Holy Trinity, although cer¬ 
tainly implied in the Bible, was relatively late in being explicitly formu¬ 
lated. In a sense, this is understandable, if it sums up the whole Christian 
experience of revelation as given over a period of time. One might think 
therefore that the doctrine of the triune God should also come at or near 
the end of a symbolic theology, as a summing up. This point of view, 
however, fails to consider how a systematic treatment differs from a 
chronological one, though this is a rather difficult question, to which we 
shall return in a moment. In a systematic treatment, it is not only per¬ 
missible but desirable to take the most inclusive doctrine, even if it is the 
last to be formulated, and by unpacking it, so to speak, to show how the 
other doctrines tie in with it in a whole. 

But there is still another point to be mentioned. Though this may seem 
surprising, it will be found that the doctrine of the triune God gathers up 
in a remarkable way the findings of our philosophical theology, and forms 
a close bond between the expositions of philosophical and symbolic theol¬ 
ogy. I have said this may seem surprising, for normally one would say 
that whereas some characteristics of God, such as his “existence,” belong 
to the universal knowledge of God, his “three-in-oneness” belongs spe¬ 
cifically to the Christian revelation. However, if one is to think at all of 
holy Being in dynamic rather than inert terms, as both transcendent and 
immanent and not just one or the other, as the mysterium that is both 
tremendum and fascinans, then if God had not revealed himself as triune, 
one would need to have invented the idea of his three-in-oneness, or at 
least something like it. Yet on further consideration, this is not really sur¬ 
prising; for it was conceded that even our philosophical theology had to 
be constructed from a given perspective, and this perspective was that of 
the particular Christian experience of God. It was argued that this did not 
invalidate the philosophical theology as a whole, but it did give to it the 
slant, so to speak, that goes with this particular perspective. It is in virtue 
of this slant that our philosophical theology links up with our exposition 
of symbolic theology through the spelling out of the idea of holy Being 
in terms of the Christian symbolism of the triune God. 

When this basic doctrine has been expounded, the remaining Christian 
doctrines will follow in much their customary order—the doctrine of 
creation, including both man and the world; theodicy and the problem of 
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evil; the incarnation; the work of Christ; the Holy Spirit and salvation; 
and the last things. This order, beginning with creation and ending with 
eschatology, brings us back to the question of the difference between a 
systematic and a chronological treatment. Actually, in the following ex¬ 
position neither the doctrine of creation nor that of the last things will 
visualize events happening at the beginning or the end of time. Yet the 
narrative, dramatic form of Christian teaching (originally, the mythical 
form of all religious teaching) is still reflected in the systematic exposition. 

One further point may be briefly mentioned. The Church, the word 
and sacraments, and the Christian ethic do not appear in this scheme. As 
was indicated earlier, they will be treated in a separate division dealing 
with applied theology. This is not meant for a moment to suggest that 
the approach to these themes is to be any less theological, or that they are 
any less integral to the Christian faith. It does recognize, however, that as 
having to do with the bodying forth of the Christian faith in the world, 
they have a much more pronounced practical character than most of the 
matters to be discussed in the present division, and for this reason it has 
seemed appropriate to reserve them for separate treatment. 



The Triune God 


33- THE TRADITIONAL TRINITARIAN DOCTRINE 
“The catholic faith is this: that we worship one God in trinity, and trinity 
in unity; neither confounding the persons nor dividing the substance. For 
there is one person of the Father, another of the Son, and another of the 
Holy Ghost; but the Godhead of the Father, of the Son and of the Holy 
Ghost is all one.” So runs part of the Quicunque wilt or so-called Atha- 
nasian Creed. The language will probably strike us nowadays as quaint, 
and we may be completely puzzled to know what is meant by the idea of 
a God who is one in three and three in one, one substance and three per¬ 
sons. It must be expected, however, that any language that tries to talk to 
us of the mystery of God will have some obscurities. We have already 
seen that it will have an oblique, symbolic character. Actually, the trini¬ 
tarian language has a much more coherent logic than many of its critics 
have allowed. 

This has been well brought out by Ian Ramsey. Applying the methods 
of logical analysis to the Athanasian Creed, he concludes that it “may be 
seen for the most part as a set of logical rules for constructing the trini¬ 
tarian formula.” Ramsey maintains that “the early christological and trini¬ 
tarian controversies are wrongly seen if they are thought to be concerned 
with superscientific discoveries about God, as though the early Fathers 
had some special high-powered telescope with which to inspect the God¬ 
head. What the early c ontroversies settled were rather rules for our talk¬ 
ing, and what came out of them at the end were new symbols for our use, 
and in particular the trinitarian formula. The Christian does not have the 
single word 'God’ as hiskey word. He substitutes for that symbol an¬ 
other; and this other symbol is built out from that focus of our total com¬ 
mitment which is made up of elements of the Christian dispensation.” 1 

i Religious Language, pp. 173-175- 
IpO 
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I wish to draw particular attention to the last sentence quoted from 
Ramsey, for this emphasizes, and rightly so, the existential dimension of 
the trinitar ian language. I t is not an o bjective language, describing a fact 
laid" out fur otilr dispassionate inspection, wfisrtTEF witn or without a high- 
powered telescope. I t is a language rooted in existence, in the community’s 
experience of the approach of God. At the same time, it is a language that 
tries to express an insight into the mystery of God. It has the mixed char¬ 
acter that we have seen to belong to all theological language and which 
we express by the term “existential-ontological.” Ramsey’s terminology 
makes the same point in his talk of “commitment and discernment.” 

The first thing that we have to do is just to listen to this language of 
the one substance and three persons, to expose ourselves to it with its 
antiquated categories and its paradoxes, as far as possible without preju¬ 
dice, to attempt that repetitive thinking in which we might hope to hear 
something of what the language was saying in the existential situation out 
of which it arose. 

The Christian community believed that God, who had created heaven 
and earth, had become incarnate in a particular man and that furthermore 
he still dwelt with the community and guided it. This, we may say, was 
the narrative or mythological expression of their faith, and like us, they 
looked for an alternative interpretative language that would express the 
same faith in a different way. They came up with the trinitarian formula. 

However puzzling its language may be to us, it was originally meant 
as an interpretation or elucidation. As Ian Ramsey acutely observes, the 
Christian could not get along with the single word “God” as his key 
word. A richer and fuller experience of deity demanded a more complex 
symbol for its expression. The Christian could not go along with a stark 
monotheism in which God is utterly transcendent and sovereign, and still 
less with a pantheism in which God is entirely and universally immanent; 
he could not embrace a monism in which all differences are swallowed up 
in the eternal unity of God, but still less a pluralism like that of the world 
of polytheism with its “many gods and many lords.” The Christians con¬ 
fessed: “For us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things 
and for whom we exist; and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all 
things and through whom we exist.” 2 And in the course of further de¬ 
velopment this basic Christian conviction found expression in the doctrine 
of the Holy Trinity. 

Thus we may say that the doctrine of the Trinity tries to elucidate the 


2 1 Cor. 8:5-6. 
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picture of God as he appears in the biblical narrative and in the history of 
the Christian community. He is a God who embraces diversity in unity; 
who is both transcendent and immanent; who is dynamic and yet has 
stability. These insights the trinitarian formula is meant to safeguard, 
though let us again remember that the success of a formula of this kind 
is to be judged not only in terms of what it affirms—for this will always 
fall short of the mystery to which it points—but also in terms of the er¬ 
rors and distortions which it excludes. 

But while these remarks may to some extent defend the traditional 
doctrine of the Trinity, it will be said that the formula of one substance 
ar *d three persons const it utes arTlnterpretation that has ceased to com- 
municate, for it talks the language and m oves in t he universe of dis course 
pFarToEsoiete philosophy. This does not mean, however, that the~formula^ 
is to be rejected. Especially if it does indeed conceal within itself essential 
Christian insights, what is required is a new act of interpretation that will 
interp ret in a contemporar y la ngua ge this ancient and hallo wed formula 
of the Church, just as it in turn had interpreted the mythological and his¬ 
torical material that lies behind it. 

Yet before we try to offer a contemporary interpretation, we need 
to listen further to some of the ancient words. The unity of God is ex- 

J 

pressed in his one “substance” or “essence” (substantia, oio-la). No person 
of the Trinity is any less God than the others; in particular, the Son and 
the Holy Spirit are not demigods or intermediaries, subordinate to the 
Father. They are all one in respect of their Godhead. But what can be 
meant by talking of the “substance” or “essence” of God? St. Thomas 
gives us an answer to this, an answer which is very much in line with the 
positions that have been developed in the earlier parts of our own inquiry. 
He declares that in God, essence and being are identical, and that this is 
uniquely the case with God. ;< So if the three persons are of one subs tanc e, 
and this “substance” is Being, we arc again directed to the understanding 
of God as Being, rather than a being, and likewise directed to understand¬ 
ing Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in terms of Being rather than as three 
beings. So our interpretation will be oriented back to the earlier analyses 
of Being. 

If the unity of God is expressed in terms of substance, his trinity or di¬ 
versity is conveyed by the talk of “perso ns.” Everyone knows that the 
word “person” at that time when these formulations were being made 


* Stamm Tbeologiae, 1a, 13, 11. 
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in the early Church did not bear the meaning that it has nowadays, of a 
conscious center of experience. It had in fact a much more shadowy mean¬ 
ing; and perhaps the wisest course is to leave the meaning shadowy. We 
may recall St. Augustine’s words: “When the question is asked (concern¬ 
ing the Trinity) ‘What three?’ human language labors altogether under 
great poverty of speech. The answer, however, is given, ‘Three persons,’ 
not that it might be spoken but that it might not be left unspoken.” 4 Our 
language is for talking about beings, and if we are right in saying that 
the persons of the Trinity are not beings, then we do strike on what 
St. Augustine calls “great poverty of speech,” and have to turn to that 
stretching of language which brings us into symbolism and its resulting 
paradoxes. The word “per sons” has become so misleading that perhaps we 
would do better to think of “movements” o f Being, o r “modes” of Being 
(provided it is not in the sense of temporary modes), but these too would 
be symbols. We might hope that one symbol would help to illuminate the 
other. Again, however, we are pointed to the analysis of Being for an in¬ 
terpretation. 

The paradoxical character of the trinitarian formula and the need to 
maintain a balance between the thought of the one “substance” and 
the three “persons” was already apparent in the warning clause of the 
Qiiwunque vult: “neither confounding the persons nor dividing the sub¬ 
stance.” 

Actually, it might seem that the danger of “dividing the substance” 
and ending up in a tritheism is the greater danger of the two. This is 
partly due to the modern connotations of the word “person,” for while 
it would be true to say that a person in the fullest sense can only come 
into being in interaction with other persons, nevertheless a person always 
retains a separateness, for there would seem to be an inevitable privacy and 
impenetrability in personal being. Partly also we have to reckon with the 
Greek formulation of the doctrine, where the natural equivalent of the 
Latin persona, Trpoawvov, was dropped in favor of viroaraa is, an admittedly 
ambiguous word, but one that suggests an independent “substantial” being. 

It seems likely, however, that the word v-rroarams was preferred to -npoou-nov 
because the latter had been used for a temporary mode, while the former 
corrected this error by stressing permanence, rather than independence. 
The further terminology worked out for the expression of trinitarian doc¬ 
trine reduces the danger of “dividing the substance” and seems to exclude 


■i De Trinnate, V, 9. 
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the possibility of taking “person” in the sense of a private self-contained 
entity or “hypostasis,” understood as an independent being. A good ex¬ 
ample of the kind of terminology I have in mind is circumincession 
(also called * epixvpy™), referring to the supposed interpenetration of the 
three persons of the Trinity. However this notion may be interpreted, it 
clearly helps to safeguard the unity of the Godhead. But, as I hope to 
show, this can probably be better done in a contemporary language by 
expounding the doctrine of the Trinity in terms of Being. 

One might also mention what theologians call “appropriation,” lan¬ 
guage which ascribes to one “person” of the Trinity an activity or char¬ 
acter that belongs to all three. For instance, we often speak of the Father 
as Creator, “maker of heaven and earth.” But creation is not the work of 
the Father alone. Perhaps we concentrate too much on the Old Testament 
accounts of creation, but the New Testament speaks often of the work 
of the Son or Logos in creatio n: “All things were made through him”; 
“All things were created through him and for him.” 5 6 The Spirit too has a 
part in creation, just as in turn the Father and the Spirit are joined with 
the Son in the work of reconciliation, or the new creation. Such “ap¬ 
propriations” are not mere conventions, for they may point to the special 
role of one or other of the persons, but they should not mislead us into 
wrongly separating the persons. 

These considerations make it clear that the so-called “social analogy” 
for elucidating the Trinity is unsatisfactory. On that view, “person” is 
taken in something like its modern sense, and the Trinity is understood as 
like a society of persons. Even when we make every allowance for the fact 
that a person is constituted through his relation to other persons, such a 
model goes too far in the direction of “dividing the substance.” Karl Barth 
is nearer the truth when he writes: “It is to the one single essenc e (sub - 
stahee) of God that there belongs what today we call the ‘personality’ of 
God.” c But the social analogy has value in reminding us that because of 
the inescapable social dimension in man, any analogy between God and 
man must have in view man-in-community. When God says, “Let us 
(plural) make man in our image,” 7 he creates not an individual human 
being but “male and female,” and we must suppose that it is only in terms 
of this most primordial of human social relations that the divine image 
could be reflected. No doubt the divine life transcends the distinction 
known in human experience between the individual and the social poles, 

5 John 1:3; Col. 1:16. 

6 Church Dogmatics, I/i, p. 403. 

7 Gen. 1:26. 
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but it would be quite wrong to take the individual human being as in any¬ 
way providing a satisfactory analogue. 

On the other side, we find terminology that was used to maintain the 
distinctness of the persons and to prevent their being swallowed up in a 
monolithic Godhead. Such, for instance, is the language of “generation.” 
The Son is “generated” (or “begotten”) of the Father, and the word points 
to an asymmetrical relation between them. Yet the symbol of generation 
is such that it maintains the “unity of substance” as against any language 
like “making” or “creating.” Also, as against Arius, it was maintained that 
the generation is from all time, so that there never was a time when the 
Son was not. This last point, as well as denying that the Son is a demigod, 
surely also means that the Father could not be who he is apart from the 
Son; that is to say, the distinctness of the persons is maintained, but any 
one of the persons is an abstraction from the fullness of God. 

If the Son is generated by the Father, the Holy Spirit is said (in the 
Western Church) to “proceed” from the Father and the Son. Actually, in 
a more complex terminology, “procession” was used as a generic term 
with “generation” and “spiration” as the terms used for the specific modes 
of procession of the Son and the Holy Spirit respectively. Here we need 
not trouble ourselves with such niceties of terminology, but will confine 
ourselves to the expressions used in the Nicene Creed. 

The use of such terms as “procession,” “generation” and “spiration” 
suggests an understanding of God as dynamic in the highest degree. That 
trinitarian doctrine already implies that “God’s being is being in motion, 
being in act” has been well argued by Eberhard Jiingel . 8 But our earlier 
consideration of God as Being also led us in the direction of a highly 
dynamic understanding of God. In the next section therefore we shall 
seek to express anew the insights of the trinitarian understanding of God, 
leaving aside the traditional language of “substance,” “person,” and the 
rest, and employing a language drawn from current philosophies of being 
and existence. 


34. BEING AS UNITY AND TRINITY 

We have noticed that the doctrine of the Trinity sums up a long history 
of revelatory experience, but one could make a similar claim for the doc¬ 
trine of God as Being. Allusion was made in the last section to St. Thomas’ 
teaching that God’s essence is to be, and at an earlier stage mention was 
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made also of the association of God and Being in the thought of St. Au¬ 
gustine and other early writers . 0 But the locus classicus to which the bib¬ 
lical and Christian revelation traces back its apprehension of God as Being 
(and this might be considered the point of convergence between philo¬ 
sophical theology and the specific theology that elucidates the biblical 
revelation) is that celebrated theophany of the Old Testament when God 
appears to Moses in the burning bush and reveals to him his name: i am 
who I AM . 10 

Of course, I am well aware that this passage bristles with exegetical diffi¬ 
culties and that even the translation constitutes a problem . 11 Almost cer¬ 
tainly, to begin with, the divine name Yahweh or Yah had nothing to do 
with the idea of being, and may, as has been claimed, have originated out 
of a cultic shout, or an exclamation of some sort. But this seems to be of 
no more than antiquarian interest. What is of theological interest is that 
even if it was the result of wrong etymology, the name of Yahweh be¬ 
came associated with the Hebrew verb hyh or hivh, meaning “to be.” 
Presumably people were not interested in etymologies at all at that period 
and all that should be said is what Eichrodt says on the matter: “To Israel¬ 
ite ears the sound of the name suggested some affinity with the verb hivh 
or hyh." 12 

But even if we grant that at some time the Israelites did begin to think 
of a relation between Yahweh and being, it then becomes a very difficult 
problem to know how they visualized this relation. Many ingenious theo¬ 
ries are put forward by modern scholars, but the only point generally 
agreed seems to be that whatever may have been meant at the time when 
the account of the theophany came to be written in its present form, the 
meaning would be much simpler and more straightforward than the subtle 
ontology which later theologians have based on the passage. It is often 
pointed out that the Hebrew verb hyh had a more dynamic sense than 
“to be,” meaning something more like “to become,” so that the expression 
i am what i am is misleading if it suggests an immutable principle of be¬ 
ing. We have already seen, of course, that any adequate notion of being 
includes becoming , 13 so that not only Hebrew thought but sound ontol¬ 
ogy demands a dynamic element in the interpretation, and thus the ex- 

9 See above, p. 117. 

10 Exod. 3:14. 

11 See Robert W. Gleason, S.J., Yahweh, the God of the Old Testament , pp. 116-120. 

12 Theology of the Old Testament , vol. I, p. 189. 

13 See above, p. in. 
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pression 1 am what i am would refer to the ongoing process of being, or 
to being in time and history rather than to a static being. A minority of 
scholars take the verb in a causal sense as “I cause to be . . or “I bring 
to pass . . . and although the majority reject this translation, it is one 
that would fit in remarkably well with the exposition of being given in 
the earlier part of this book, for in the language employed in the analyses 
of this book, we could translate: “I let be what I let be,” and this is indeed 
precisely what we have understood by transcendent Being. 

For we saw that when we say “God is” or “God exists,” wc have to 
understand the words “is” and “exists” in the most dynamic sense, that is 
to say, as God’s letting-be. It is significant that the Bible does not begin 
by merely affirming God’s existence but with his act of creation, which is 
the conferring of existence. His first utterance is: “Let there be light!” ]4 
and so begins the history of his letting-be. 

Obviously, we can never know exactly what the Old Testament writer 
had in mind when he linked Yahweh with being, but he certainly initiated 
a line of thought that has proved most fruitful in its influence on sub¬ 
sequent reflection. In the New Testament, the notion of being becomes 
associated with Christ, especially in the Fourth Gospel, where so many of 
our Lord’s utterances are introduced by the words, “I am.” Most striking 
of all is the passage in which Jesus declares to the Jews: “Before Abra¬ 
ham was, I am.” 15 It can hardly be doubted that the “I am” here is an al¬ 
lusion to the “I am” of the Old Testament. In any case, the saying is 
meant to assert the intimate relationship of Christ to the Father, and it 
expresses this in terms of being. Here then we see the doctrine of God as 
Being converging with the emerging doctrine of God as Trinity, for it is 
being (“I am”) which expresses the unity of the first two persons of the 
Trinity. 

But this merging of the God-as-Being conception with the nascent con¬ 
ception of God-as-Trinity had already been prepared over a long period. 
If, as was claimed in the last section, the doctrine of the Trinity safe¬ 
guards a dynamic as opposed to a static understanding of God, and if in 
tufrt the Hebrew understanding^)! being was dynamic (that is to say, in¬ 
cluded becoming), then there is already an intrinsic connection between 
the thought of God as triune and the thought of God as Being. Already 
irrttre-stories oLMo'SesImdCod’s dealings with him, wc see something like 
an attempt to express an understanding of God as diversity in unity in the 

14 Gen. 1:3. 

15 John 8:58. 
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place assigned to the “angel of the name”; in some heterodox Jewish sects 
this angel became a divine hypostasis called “little Yahweh” (apparently 
standing for the outgoing aspect of God, as contrasted with his hidden¬ 
ness and transcendence). 10 In the later literature we come to the well- 
known hypostatizations of the wisdom (cro<f>ia) and the word (Aoyos). 
These had not infringed on Jewish monotheism, but they recognized a 
richness and diversity in the Godhead which meant that the Christian 
doctrine of a second person of the Godhead found the ground already 
prepared, as it were. The Spirit is the last to be conceived as a distinct 
person, or hypostasis, of the Trinity, but here again the ancient concep¬ 
tion of the Spirit of the Lord had made possible such a development. 

These remarks have arisen in a discussion of the convergence of the 
doctrine of God as Being with the doctrine of God as Trinity. This, how¬ 
ever, is the second convergence we have noted, for it will be remembered 
that earlier we saw that the thought of God as Being is itself the point of 
convergence between the understanding of God that belongs to philo¬ 
sophical theology and the understanding of him that belongs to the spe¬ 
cific Christian revelation. These two convergences, taken together, indi¬ 
cate the continuous line from philosophical theology’s conception of God 
as holy Being to the full Christian doctrine of God as triune. They help to 
explain further the point we made that a ny experience of holy Bei ng as 
both dynamic and stable must conduce to a doctrine something like that 
of The Trinity, so that if God had not revealed himself as triune, we 
would have been compelled to think of him in some such way. This also 
helps us to see why in some non-Christian religions there is a definite ten¬ 
dency toward a trinitarian thought of God. 

Holy Being, then, has let itself be known in the Christian community 
of faith under the trinitarian symbolism of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 
one God. These three “persons,” however, are not just three stages in the 
community’s experience, or three temporal phases in God’s self-manifesta¬ 
tion, but belong together in the “substance” of the Godhead, that is to 
say, in Being; for Being has let itself be understood not as monolithic but 
as, so to speak, the energy of letting-be, and the “persons” are—and again 
we must say “so to speak”—movements within this dynamic yet stable 
mystery that we call “Being.” So now let us proceed to sketch out how 
this immensely complex structure can be, however dimly, conceived. 

The Father may be called “primordial” Being. This expression is meant 


16 See G. Quispel in The Jung Codex , ed. F. L. Cross, pp. 67-68, 71. 
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to point to the ultimate act or energy of letting-be, the condition that 
there should be anything whatsoever, the source not only of whatever is 
but of all possibilities of being. If we tried to think the Father (primordial 
Being) in isolation, our thought would tend either toward the utterly 
remote and unknown transcendent God at an infinite distance from the 
beings, or toward God as undifferentiated Being, hardly distinguishable 
from the void or from nothing, something like a clear fathomless pool over 
which a ripple passes—the illusion of the finite world—before the stillness 
and limpidity are restored. We can find places for such ideas of God or 
Being in the typological scheme that was expounded earlier but they 
would not correspond to the Christian conception of God, or to the Old 
Testament one either, for we have seen that it was not to be understood in 
starkly monolithic terms but already allowed for distinctions foreshadow¬ 
ing those of Christian trinitarianism. We do not then think of primordial 
Being in isolation as an “uncarved block” or whatever, but as a source of 
outpouring which is inseparable from the whole structure of Being and 
which is something like a “movement” within it. To think triune Being, 
we must hold as fast to the unity as to the trinity. The Father, as primor¬ 
dial Being, is the depth of the mystery of God. We could not possibly 
know anything of him “in himself,” we know him only in so far as he does 
pour himself out in the dynamics of Being and is revealed in and through 
the other persons who are joined with him in the unity of Being. 

Th e second per son of the Trinity, the Son, we shall call “expressive” 
Being. The energy of primordial Being is poured out through expressive 
Bemg~and gives rise to the world of particular beings, having an intelligi¬ 
ble structure and disposed in space and time. Being mediates itself to us 
through the beings. These beings, as we say, come into being and pass 
out of being, that is to say, they have a temporal character, so that Being 
(and certainly any dynamic Being) is understood by us in terms of time. 
In identifying the second person of the Trinity with expressive Being, we 
remember of course that the Son, in Christian theology, is also the Word, 
or Logos, the agent of the Father in the creation of the world as well as 
in its recreation. The Logos is expressive Being, that is to say, it is not to 
be identified with the beings through which it gains expression. Thus we 
say that the Logos, or second person, is “generated” by the Father or is 
“of one substance” (consubstantial) with the Father. In saying this, we 
assign the Logos to the side of Being, rather than to the side of the beings. 
However, the Logos expresses itself in the beings, or rather, the Logos 
expresses Being in the beings. The primordial Being of the Father, which 
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would otherwise be entirely hidden, flows out through expressive Being 
to find its expression in the world of beings. Christians believe that the 
Father’s Being finds expression above all in the finite being of Jesus, and in 
such a way that his being is caught up into Being itself. Why the being 
of a man should be the highest vehicle for the expression of Being, and 
how his particular being can somehow be thought of as at one with Being, 
are difficult questions which we must leave aside for the present, though 
we shall study them when we come to the theme of christology. For the 
moment, however, let us just remember that although the incarnate Logos 
in Jesus lived at a particular time, the second person of the Trinity, the 
Logos, or expressive Being, is co-eternal wiith the Father. This means that 
in Christian theology at least, we do not think of an original static un¬ 
differentiated Being, from which the movements of Being started up as 
something subsequent. Or to put it in another way, we do not think of a 
Father once dwelling in isolation (he would not be a Father in any case!) 
and then moving out into expressive Being. This would be something like 
the mistake of Arius. If the Son is eternally begotten, so that there never 
was a time when the Son was not, then Being has always been dynamic, 
and primordial Being has always been united with expressive Being. So 
again we are reminded of the unity and stability of Being through all its 
diversity and dynamism. 

God’s essence is Being, and Being, in turn, is letting-be. So it is of the 
essence of God to let be. He does not, as it were, hoard Being within 
himself, and if he did, could we speak at all of God? We only call him 
“God” and recognize him as holy Being, calling forth our worship, be¬ 
cause he pours out Being, moving out from primordial through expressive 
Being. Of this, more will be said when we come to the doctrine of crea- 
tion. For the present, however, we can already see that as Being moves 
out to manifest itself in the world of beings, it involves itself in what can 
only be called “risk.” What constitutes Being as God, as holy Being that 
gives itself and demands our allegiance, is precisely that it does not gather 
itself together as pure immutable Being but that it goes out into the open¬ 
ness of a world of beings, a world of change and multiplicity and possibil¬ 
ity. We talk of “risk” because in this process Being could become split, 
fragmented, and torn within itself. The risk becomes acute when the uni¬ 
verse brings forth beings, such as man, who have responsibility and a 
limited freedom that empowers them up to a point to manage their own 
lives and even to manipulate nature. Their destiny is to be guardians of 
Being, and they give us, even at this stage of the exposition, an idea of the 
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astonishing reach of divine creation. But it belongs to a guardian that he 
can be faithful or unfaithful with regard to whatever has been committed 
to him. Man (and any other beings of limited freedom and responsibility 
like man) can forget Being and their guardianship of Being, and can 
choose to be for themselves, gathering up their being and ceasing to mani¬ 
fest that letting-be which is the essence of the Being of which they were 
constituted the guardians. Or to put it in another way, they can become 
alienated from Being, although they have received their being from the 
letting-be of Being; and having become alienated from Being, they them¬ 
selves slip back from fuller being to less being, and toward nothing. This 
in turn frustrates the letting-be of Being, for the beings that Being has let 
be fail to fulfill their potentialities for being, and slip back from them. 

This situation, which can be more fully grasped only after we have con¬ 
sidered the doctrines of creation and creaturely being, and also the prob¬ 
lem of evil, has been outlined so that we can see more clearly the place 
and function of the third person of the Trinity. We may designate him 
“unitive” Being, for it is in the “unity of the Holy Ghost” that the Church 
in her liturgy ascribes glory to the Father and the Son, and, more gener¬ 
ally, it is the function of the Spirit to maintain, strengthen and, where 
need be, restore the unity of Being with the beings, a unity which is con¬ 
stantly threatened. But the unity which the Spirit builds up is a higher 
unity than would have been possible had Being never moved out of pri¬ 
mordial Being through expressive Being, for the new unity which the 
Spirit builds is a unity of freedom, a unity comprehending a diversity of 
free responsible beings. Presumably the Spirit, as unitive Being, maintains 
the unity of creation on the lower levels of beings—we may recall that 
according to the creation story, “in the beginning” and while “the earth 
was without form and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep,” 
even then, to speak mythologically, “the Spirit of God was moving over 
the face of the waters.” 17 But what the operation of the Spirit may be on 
the lower or natural levels of beings, we need not speculate, and it is in 
accordance with our existential-ontological method that we should look 
rather to the levels that we know by direct existential participation. These 
are the levels at which we typically think of the Spirit’s action, an action 
on those free existents who are also called “spirits”; we can perhaps form 
some notion of the Spirit’s operation upon man, but hardly on an ocean. 
In calling man “spiritual,” attention is being drawn to his openness to Be- 
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ing, that is to say, to his existence, in the full sense of this word. Being is 
present and manifests itself in every particular being, but most of the time 
we may miss it altogether. We have already described the revelatory situ¬ 
ation in which, so to speak, our eyes are opened to Being, and this hap¬ 
pens because Being has itself grasped us and communicated itself to us. It 
is in some such way as this that we must understand the operation of the 
Holy Spirit, and this is a unifying operation because it relates the beings 
to Being, so that the beings that belong in the world are seen not as 
self-subsistent entities but as beings in which Being is itself present-and- 
manifest; while correspondingly we know ourselves not as autonomous be¬ 
ings, but as guardians of Being. 

What has been attempted here is a statement in existential-ontological 
terms that would be interpretative or reinterpretative both for the tra¬ 
ditional trinitarian symbols of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit and for the 
classic interpretation of these in the nowadays archaic language of “sub¬ 
stance,” “persons,” and the like. The interpretation offered here has the 
further advantage that it firmly links this key doctrine of Christian sym¬ 
bolic theology with the conceptual scheme worked out in our philosophi¬ 
cal theology. But it will be remembered that this kind of interpretation 
always moves in two ways, one language illuminating the other and then 
being illuminated by it in turn. Now that we have moved into the area of 
the Christian symbols, we must hope that in their concreteness they will 
increasingly illuminate and bring to life the formal existential-ontological 
language. With this hope in mind, we turn now to the next stage in this 
exposition of the Christian understanding of God—the stage of filling out 
our thought of the triune God in terms of his basic characteristics and 
attributes. 


35 . THE ATTRIBUTES OF GOD 

The attributes of God have been variously enumerated, and they have also 
been classified in different ways. Here we shall not adhere too strictly to 
any of the traditional lists or ways of dividing the attributes, but shall 
simply try to relate some of the more important traditional adjectives that 
have been applied to God (for instance, “immutable,” “omnipotent,” 
“just”) to the conception of God that has been developed in our exposi¬ 
tion, where necessary reinterpreting the traditional descriptions. 

We conceived God as holy Being. We conceived Being, in turn, as both 
transcendent and immanent—transcendent because it is not itself a being 
or a property of beings but the prior condition that there may be any 
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beings or properties, and immanent because it is present-and-manifest in 
every particular being. We conceived it further as both dynamic and 
stable, and formulated this in term s of primordial Being, expressive Being, 
^an d unitive Being. These conceptions supply our basic frame of reference 
for an interpretation of the attributes. Among them, a special elucidatory 
role will be found to belong to the notions of transcendence and imma¬ 
nence. These can hardly be themselves considered attributes of God, but 
only if we have a right grasp of the balance between them can we hope to 
make much sense of the attributes. One of the rather obvious and unfor¬ 
tunate features of the history of theology, especially in the modern period, 
has been the tendency to go to extremes in stressing either the immanence 
of God at the expense of his transcendence, or vice versa. If the nineteenth 
century was an age of theological immanentism, the first half of the twen¬ 
tieth century so stressed God’s sovereign transcendence that any sense of 
his presence in the world was almost lost. 18 It seems to me that one of the 
most valuable consequences of trying to think of God as^Beingprather 
than as a being, or the supreme being, is that we are then compelled to 
think of him as both transcendent and immanent. However, I have suffi¬ 
ciently dwelt on this conjunction of transcendence and immanence in Be¬ 
ing to be excused from developing the theme further here. 19 So we simply 
remind ourselves of the importance of this conjunction in all our analyses 
up till now, and we can make further use of it in our discussion of the 
attributes. It will be convenient to take these under four heads. 

1. First of all, we may consider some of the divine attributes in relation 
to the mystery of God. Being we have called the “incomparable,” for it 
falls under none of the familiar categories. God is represented in the Bible 
as incomparable: “To whom then will you liken God, or what likeness 
compare with him?” 20 But the more usual theological expression is “in¬ 
comprehensible^ So in the AtHahasian Creed: “The Father incomprehen¬ 
sible, the Son incom prehens ible and the Holy Ghost incomprehensible.” 
God or Being is suprarational^jand escapes the grasp of our intellect. But 
on the other hand, the adjectives “incomparable,” “incomprehensible,” 
“suprarational,” do not imply that God or Being is just a cipher, an empty 
name. We have already sufficiently talked of revelation and of symbolism. 
As both transcendent and immanent, God is at once beyond every possible 


18 A notable exception is the work of the Scottish theologian, John Baillie, who, while 
acknowledging the need for the new stress on transcendence, contended that this 
should not blind us to the truth in the notion of immanence. See Our Knowledge of 
God , p. 2z8ff. 

19 See above, pp. 120-121. 

20 Isa. 40:18. 


















204 | PART TWO: SYMBOLIC THEOLOGY 

being, yet present and manifest in every one of these beings. We may re¬ 
call that Being includes appearing, though it is distinct from it. 21 Without 
the beings in and through which it appears and in which it is present, Be¬ 
ing would be indistinguishable from nothing. Hence, as we have seen, we 
can symbolize God in terms of particular beings, and we can do so the 
more adequately, the greater the range of being that any particular being 
displays. This is the justification for talking of God in personal language, 
and for regarding him as personal. But this adjec tive “personal”J s predi¬ 
cated of God symbolically, not literally. This fact seems to distress some 
people, but it need not. We can certainly assert that God is not less than 
personal, and that the dynamic diversitv-in-unity of personal life affords 
our best symbol of the mystery of God. But it cannot exhaustively com¬ 
prehend this mystery. In general, the discussion of the attributes in rela¬ 
tion to the mystery of God points us to the paradoxical, or dialectical, 
character that belongs to every adjective applied to the incomparable, 
which nonetheless draws near in revelation and presence. God is both 
hidden and manifest, our highest attributes fall short, yet in so far as they 
make God unhidden, they are true. 

2. We now turn to consider a group of attributes that may be centered 
in the notion of his overauhelmingness. The attributes already discussed in 
connection with mystery pointed us not only to a dialectical symbolism 
but also to the theology of the via negativa, and most of the attributes to 
be considered now arise from the contrast between God and man, and 
deny that God is limited in the ways that man is limited. However, every 
negative expression of this kind tends to acquire a positive significance, and 
we have to be critical of what is admitted into this significance. Again we 
have got to bear in mind the basically existential approach which we have 
adopted, so that we admit into the meanings of these expressions what can 
be securely rooted in an existential relation to God, and exclude whatever 
may be merely abstract speculation. T he choice of the word “overwhelm¬ 
ingness” for the focus of our discussion helps us to preserve the existential 
dimension in our interpretation, for this word describes God as he relates 
to man, God as the tremendum. 

Among the traditional attributes to be considered here, a useful begin¬ 
ning can be made with “infinity,” which illustrates more clearly than some 
of the others the basic existential reference of these negative words. To 
say that God is “infinite” means primarily not that he is very big, or ex- 


21 See above, pp. 111-112. 
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tended through all space, but that man cannot measure him. The word 
points to the deeply felt contrast between man’s own limited, fragile exis¬ 
tence and what has in the revelatory moment touched his life—over¬ 
whelming Being; or again, to the contrast between those objects in the 
world which man can exploit and manipulate (and in this scientific age we 
recognize that measurement is the way to such mastery) and the presence 
of Being, which we can never have at our disposal and which masters us. 
To take some abstract notion of infinity from metaphysics or mathematics 
and to apply it to God seems to me a thoroughly mistaken procedure; 
though to say this is not to deny that such notions might have some illus¬ 
trative or interpretative value as analogues. But their defect is that they 
miss the existential dimension that is basic. The word “infinite,” when 
spoken of God, points to the contrast between our particular beings as 
“beings-there” ( Dasein ) and Being itself as that which makes any being- 
there possible. Arguments as to whether God is finite or infinite in a meta¬ 
physical sense, and whether one can find a clear metaphysical sense for the 
word “infinite,” are matters which the theologian can leave aside. He has 
no means of answering them, for to settle such questions would demand a 
godlike knowledge of all time and all existence, far removed from the kind 
of knowledge that belongs to faith. Something rather similar can be said 
about the wo rd “eternal .” Many theologies, it seems to me, suffer from a 
confused and unexamined use of this word. As the question of God and 
time will be raised in the next few paragraphs and further discussed later 
in the book, it will be enough to say here that the adjective “eternal,” as 
applied to God, is not to be understood speculatively as “timelessness” or 
~"“unen 3 Ing duration” or anything of the sort, but that the clue to such un¬ 
derstanding of the word as may be had must be sought by beginning from 
the temporality of our own existence and developing the contrast between 
this and Being. 

A few other words may be considered here. The notion of God’s “om¬ 
nipotence” has caused a lot of trouble, and philosophers have often shown 
the kind of contradictions that arise if “omnipotence” is taken to mean an 
arbitrary power to do anything. It is true that some theologians have so 
emphasized divine sovereignty as to make God look something like a ca¬ 
pricious despot. But most have taken the view that in talking of God’s will 
and freedom, “we ought” (as St. Anselm expresses it) “so reasonably to 
understand these as that we may not seem to impugn his dignity.” 22 St. 


22 Cur Deus Homo, I, xvii. 
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Anselm’s point is that when we talk of the omnipotenceof God, we do 
not mean an irrational force that might break out in any direction, but a ___ 
power that is ordered and which cannot therefore do some things without 
disrupting itself. When we talked earlier of the risk involved in Being’s 
going forth, it was clear that we must visualize this as constituting a self- 
imposed limitation on God’s power, especially if we take seriously his 
creation of beings who, within limits, have themselves freedom and re¬ 
sponsibility. So omnipotence could never mean a sheer power to do any¬ 
thing, and anyhow such a power in itself would hardly call forth our 
worship. But if we think of the contrast between the very limited possi¬ 
bilities open to any man in a particular situation and what must be the 
possibilities for Being as such, we get a clue to a more intelligible and 
more religiously defensible meaning. God’s omnipotence means that he 
himself, not any factical situation, is the source and also the horizon of all 
possibilities, and only those are excluded that are inconsistent with the 
structure and dynamics of God himself. “Omniscience’’ similarly implies 
freedom from a single perspective, such as is characteristic of our human 
knowing, for God (Being) both transcends every perspective and occu¬ 
pies every perspective at once. “Omnipresence” is not to be taken objec¬ 
tively to mean that God is diffused through space like some all-pervasive 
ether, but again that he is not tied to the factical situation that is a basic 
characteristic of our human “being-there.” 

These attributes associated with ovcrwhelmingness arc, like the others, 
to be taken dialectically. They have been interpreted here as pointing up 
the otherness of God, his utter contrastingness with man. Yet it will be 
remembered that this otherness is not absolute. There is also a kinship, an 
analogia entis, for transcen dent Be ing is also im manent in every bein g. If 
this were no t soTw iTwoifld'' not even be able to~grasp or express the~con- 
trast. The “overwhelming” attributes tend to become quite unintelligible 
and even nonsensical when absolutized and considered in abstraction. 
They get their meaning and justification only in terms of the paradoxical 
relation of contrast and affinity between Being and the beings. 

3. The next group of attributes to be considered are those which center 
on the dynamism of God. The dynamic character of God has been very 
much before us in the earlier discussions, both as the fundamental act or 
energy of letting-be and as the meaning of the trinitarian symbols. But 
again, it has to be emphasized that we have to understand this in a dialec¬ 
tical way, as has indeed been made clear in our discussion of how being 
is both distinct from and yet includes becoming, in our conjunction of 
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dynamism with stability, and in our interpretation of the traditional lan¬ 
guage of “three persons” and “one substance.” 

The traditional attribute which seems most obviously to call for discus- 
sion here is the one expressed in the adjective “immutable.” This declares 
God to be incapable of change. It is abundantly clear from our previous 
a"nalyses~and discussions that we cannot accept this to mean that God re¬ 
mains in a static condition, and we have even said that it is hard to see 
how Being that was supposed to be utterly monolithic and inert could de¬ 
serve the name of “God.” Certainly, the God of the biblical revelation is 
not like this. Yet it is this very God that Christian theologians have called 
“immutable,” and this can hardly be explained away just by saying that 
they superimposed on the biblical revelation the inapposite ideas of Greek 
philosophy. The ascription of immutability arises out of the paradox or 
dialectic of dynamism and stability, and even asserts a priority for stabil¬ 
ity. This can be vindicated, for becoming is included in being, not the 
other way round. Yet becoming is distinct from being, and without be¬ 
coming we could not know about any being, nor could there be anything 
like holy Being. On the other hand, if all were dynamism and change, this 
would be chaos. The immutability _o f God p oints to his cojTsi s tenc\ y , which 
was already mentioned in a similar fashion in connection with his omnipo¬ 
tence. Perhaps a better and more biblical term than either “immutable” 
or “consistent” would be _ “ 7 aithfu 0 T Tt stands”foi r God’s unchangingness 
through change, so to speak/Although the Christian and biblical revela¬ 
tion refers, as we have seen, to a narrative or a “salvation-history” this is 
not meant to suggest that God himself undergoes fundamental changes, 
for instance, that a God of wrath becomes mollified at a certain time to 
a God of grace. Let us remember that the unity of the human self was 
elucidated at an early stage of our argument in terms of an overarching 
commitment that pulls together the manifold concerns of life. 23 Once 
more, what is known in a fragmentary way in us mutable human existents 
becomes the contrasting ground for an assertion about G od’s immutability 
or f aithfulnes s. But this is not meant for a moment to rule out his dyna- 
"mism, for it is only in terms of a history of action that it makes any sense 
to talk about this kind of immutability, that is to say, faithfulness. 

These considerations raise acutely a question at which we have several 
times taken a glance, without coming to grips with it—the question of 
Being in relation to time. The question first arose when, in view of the 


23 See above, pp. 76-78. 
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many ways in which Being has been understood and symbolized, we found 
ourselves asking whether Being has itself a history. 24 In asserting the 
faithfulness of God or consistency of Being, we seem now to have im¬ 
plied that Being has no history. This would also be in line with the con¬ 
tention that Being includes becoming. If Being is, as Heidegger expresses 
it, “the transcendens pure and simple,” 25 then it is more appropriate to say 
that history (and also time) are “in” Being rather than that Being is in 
time or history. Yet in so far as Being includes becoming, it has taken time 
into itself, and manifests itself in time and history; more than this, it ex¬ 
pands and realizes itself in history, more and more unfolding its resources. 
Just as the trinitarian symbols, while indeed reflecting the community’s 
temporal or historical experience of God, nevertheless point to something 
in God himself, so time and history are not just forms under which we 
perceive a timeless and non-historical Being. They really belong to Being, 
and without them Being could not be dynamic, it could not manifest it¬ 
self, it could not be God or holy Being: it could be only an inert static 
Being, and about this we would know nothing for we ourselves would not 
be. But Being is not in time and history, as if these were more ultimate 
than Being. Rather, the expansion and expression of Being creates time 
and history. This language is again to be explained with regard to our own 
human experience. We are not “in” time, as a thing or an animal that hops 
along from instant to instant; we are rather temporal as taking in past, 
present, and future, in the manner described when we talked about the 
meaning of selfhood. This gives us some clue to the relation of Being and 
time, and also reinforces the claim of selfhood (personal being) to serve 
as our most adequate symbol for Being. 

These matters will be further discussed in connection with the themes 
of creation and eschatology, the beginning and the end. But for the mean¬ 
time, we may relate them to yet another divine attribute, that of “perfec¬ 
tion.” Does the dynamic character of God and his self-expression in time 
and history conflict with his perfection?-Or docs it conflict even with his 
“goodness,” for what is goodness but positive fulfillment? We must, I 
think, reply that the attributes of goodness and perfection are not can¬ 
celed, but that we have to translate these too into more dynamic terms. 
Goodness cannot be just a state of rest, or perfection a static end-state. 
Both of these are again seen from the human viewpoint, and at any mo¬ 
ment they represent fulfillment and attainment. But this does not rule out 

24 See above, p. 164. 

25 Being and Time, p. 62. 
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the idea of ever higher grades of perfection and goodness as the context is 
widened. “Higher grades” of perfection may sound nonsense, for is not 
that which is perfect complete and finished? We shall come back to this 
problem in the chapter on eschatology, but let me plead for an interim 
acceptance of the possibility of the idea by citing a supporting illustration 
—that what can be properly called “goodness” or “perfection” in a child 
gets replaced by new ideals of goodness and perfection in the wider con¬ 
text of adult life. 

4. Let me finally say something about the divine attributes that relate 
to holinesss. Some of those already considered might seem to belong here, 
for holiness, if we follow Otto’s analysis, itself includes mystery, over¬ 
whelmingness, and dynamism. This serves to remind us that all the attri¬ 
butes belong together, and are indeed only our oblique and inadequate 
attempt to point, one at a time, to aspects of God that go beyond what we 
can grasp. But of all the adjectives applicable to God, “holy” is the most 
characteristic and the one that is most existentially rooted. It is no acci¬ 
dent that in this book the expressions “God” and “holy Being” have been 
treated as equivalent. 

The adjective “holy,” as well as pointing to the mystery ( mysterium) 
of God, also points to our existential response when the mystery impinges 
upon us. The response is twofold—the experience of the holy as demand¬ 
ing, judging, overpowering ( tremendwn ), and the experience of the holy 
as granting, saving, empowering ( fascinans ). In more traditional language, 
it is the experience of the 'wrath of God and his grace. We express the 
former in terms of such attributes as God’s “righteousness” and his “jus¬ 
tice.” These expressions do not mean that God conforms to a code of laws 
any more than his “wrath” indicates anger. They are simply expressions of 
what we have already called his “faithfulness” to himself, the stability of 
the divine order which does indeed judge and condemn the disorder of 
sin. God’s grace, on the other hand, we express in the attributes of “love” 
and “mercy.” These are not really different from his righteousness and 
justice, for ultimately they are all rooted in his “letting-be.” This is his 
fundamental act or energy which gets fragmentary symbolized in the 
several attributes. But of all the attributes, love has a supreme place, for 
self-giving love is what comes nearest to expressing the mystery of the 
divine letting-be. 

The attributes of God arc finally all one. They are aspects of his being, 
for the one fundamental thing we can say about God is that he is in the 
strong sense that he lets be. Already this identification of God with the 
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fundamental act of Being ascribes to him in an eminent way every affirma¬ 
tive attribute. Hence, as St. Augustine says, “it is the same to God to be 
and to be great.” 26 Likewise, it is the same for him to be and to be righ¬ 
teous, to be and to be loving and so on. Being is not a vacuous abstraction, 
but a plenum. Neither is it a magician’s hat from which one could draw 
out any attribute one pleased. Rather, Being is the dynamic reality that 
draws near in revelation, grace and judgment. But when we look back in 
the light of this self-communication of Being to us, then, as E. L. Mascall 
has said, “we are able to see that ipsum esse subsistens is pregnant with all 
the fullness of Christian truth.” 27 

This stress on the ultimate unity of all the attributes comes appropri¬ 
ately at the end of our discussion, for it warns us against one of the com¬ 
monest mistakes or misunderstandings in the way we talk about God. 
We tend to play off the attributes one against the other, or to oppose the 
persons of the Trinity and associate each of them with some particular 
attribute, or to think that at a given time God is characterized by one 
attribute and at another time by a different one. Thus it gets suggested 
that God is involved in a kind of inner conflict between his justice and his 
love, or that the Father is just and the Son merciful, or that in the Old 
Testament God is wrathful but becomes gracious in the New Testament. 
It might seem unnecessary to mention such errors, were they not so 
prevalent and did they not assume such subtle forms. Let us therefore bear 
in mind that our language about the Trinity and our talk of the attributes, 
while indeed it points to the immensely rich diversity-in-unity of God, 
falls far short of the reality. Our symbols reflect the fragmentary sequen¬ 
tial thinking of our own finite intelligences and should never distract us 
from the unity of God in whom all this is gathered up. 


26 De Trinitate, V, io. 

27 He Who Is, p. 82. 
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36. AN APPROACH TO THE DOCTRINE OF CREATION 
In the last chapter our thought was directed to the triune God, for here 
we have the cardinal doctrine of Christian theology, the one which leads 
into all the other doctrines and holds them together in a unitary' structure. 
Already in expounding the Christian understanding of God we had to 
speak of God’s relation to the world. The God of the Christian faith is 
not a God who is undifferentiated self-encIosedl 3 ein g— indeed, it is doubt¬ 
ful if such Being could be called “God,” and cert ainly we could never 
Tnow~anythTng^aboutlt'The God of the Christian faith is a dynamic God 
who goes out inRrir world "ofiremgSTWe expressed this in terms of God’s 
letting-be, whicFTlhoves out from primordial Being through expressive 
Being to bring into being a world of particular beings. We now turn to 
consider the beings in their relation to God, and the obvious starting point 
for this inquiry is the traditional doctrine of creation. 

It has more than once been suggested in the course of this book that 
since pure Being would be indistinguishable from nothing, Being is insep¬ 
arable from beings. Yet at the same time there was recognized a priority 
of Being over beings; Being is the transcendens, it is already thought with 
every being, it is the condition that there may be any beings whatsoever. 
A being is a being in virtue of the fact that it is, but Being is not something 
that is but rather the letting-be that is prior to any is-ness. So while Being 
may be inseparable from beings, it is nevertheless the fons et origo of all 
beings. The beings are subordinate to and dependent on Being, which lets 
them be. This letting-be is the creativity of Being, and the dependence of 
the beings is their creatureliness. 
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Here we must notice that the account of creation to be given here, 
as outlined in the preceding paragraph, will differ from many of the tradi¬ 
tional accounts. These thought of creation as a relation between one being 
or many beings (the world or the constituents of the world) on the one 
hand, and another being (God) on the other; that is to say, the beings 
were traced back to another being which was supposed to have produced 
them. This in turn reflected the way of conceiving creation in the ancient 
myths of the beginning, current in every culture. These myths, as we shall 
see, still have a symbolic value and contain their own insights, but they 
seriously mislead us if we carry over uncritically into our doctrine of 
creation the formal structure of the myth, and visualize creation as a rela¬ 
tion between one set of beings (all that belongs to the world) and an¬ 
other being or set of beings (God or the gods). To trace back one being 
to the productive activity of another being or set of beings is a perfectly 
valid procedure when we are dealing with beings that are all within the 
world, but it breaks down if we try to trace the provenance of the world 
as a whole or the “ultimate” provenance of beings that are within the 
world. This is what Kant saw when he criticized the cosmological argu¬ 
ment for God’s existence. We must then get away from the idea that a 
doctrine of creation is intended to telTusabout the_production of b eings 
that belongTn the world by a being who is outside of the world. 

When we think of God as Being, not another being, then the question 
about creation becomes the question about the status of particular beings. 
The question is not, TIow did the world begin? or, Who made it? but 
rather, What does it mean to be a creature? or, How does it affect our 
understanding of ourselves and our world to believe that we and it are 
creations of God? 

This suggests that our first step toward an interpretation of the doc¬ 
trine of creation is to take man himself rather than nature as the paradigm 
of creaturely beings. There are many reasons for this. In the past, the 
theologian’s speculations about nature have so often led him into conflict 
with the scientist that we must be very careful in what we assert about 
nature, though this certainly does not mean that we have to be silent about 
it. But more importantly, our existential approach to theology in general 
would suggest that this particular question of creation is also to be con¬ 
sidered existentially, that is to say, as a question relevant to understanding 
our own existence in the world rather than as a speculative question about 
how things began. We get rather striking confirmation of the predomi¬ 
nantly existential motivation behind the interest in creation if we consider 
the two creation stories at the beginning of the Old Testament. The sec- 
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ond of these, which is much the older, begins with the creation of man, 
and then an environment is built up around him. The motive of the story 
is to find an identity, a self-understanding, and the world of nature comes 
into the picture almost incidentally. In the first and later story, a much 
more sophisticated kind of thinking is reflected, one that is moving out of 
the mythological into something like a speculative level of discourse. Now 
a good deal is said about the ordered creation of nature, yet the existential 
interest is still strong, for man is represented as the culmination of God’s 
work, and the earth is there that he may “subdue it, and have dominion 
over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living 
thing that moves upon the earth.” 1 

In any case, it is in man alone, that is to say, in ourselves, that we have 
any first-hand knowledge of creaturely being. Animals, plants, things— 
however much we may open them up through the natural sciences, their 
being remains in a sense alien to us, for we can see it only from without, 
we cannot experience it from within. Only human existence do we know 
from within, for this is the existence that is ours and that is open to us. 
So we are in profound agreement with Karl Rahner’s assertion that “it is 
at men above all that we must look in order to learn what the Creator- 
creature relationship is.” 2 Actually, our earlier analyses have already sup¬ 
plied the groundwork for an understanding of creatureliness. When man 
reflects upon the understanding of himself that is already implicit in his 
existence, he perceives the fragmentary, incomplete character of his being. 
This is indeed not yet a perception of his creatureliness, but only of the 
problematic character of his existence. As we have seen, he might con¬ 
clude that this fragmentary existence of his is an absurdity. It is when he 
goes on to understand this existence as the gift of Being, as a responsibility 
laid upon him and yet a responsibility in which he is sustained and sup¬ 
ported by Being, that he begins to understand his creaturely status. This 
takes place when the quest for meaning that is inherent in human .exis¬ 
tence is met by Being’s self-revelation. So the basic meaning of creatureli¬ 
ness is dependence. To know oneself as creature is to see oneself in the 
light of Being, that is to say, not as an autonomous being, but as a being 
who is at once answerable for his being and empowered to fuller being, at 
once the subject of a demand and the recipient of grace. 

It is by reduction or abstraction from our first-hand understanding of 
creatureliness that we understand nature as creation. In spite of all the 
marvels of nature, we recognize that it is constituted by lower grades of 

3 Gen. 1.28. 

2 Theological Investigations, vol. I, p. 164, n. r. 
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beings, that is to say, beings that have a narrower range of participation 
in Being than has man. Even those animals with which we may feel some 
kinship are not, like ourselves, answerable for their being. Thus in nature 
we see a form of creaturcliness in which answerability for the being that 
has been conferred is absent and there is sheer dependence and contin¬ 
gency. Scientists such as Carl von Weizsackcr have rightly seen that the 
Christian doctrine of creation has been a major factor in secularizing na¬ 
ture and making possible the rise of science, in accordance with the com¬ 
mand to subdue the earth .' 5 For the recognition that nature is creation, and 
indeed a lower level of creation than man, destroys animism and the wor¬ 
ship of the creation in the so-called “gods” of nature,/ thus opening the 
way to the scientific exploration of nature. 

However, this thesis should not be exaggerated, for the Hebrews, in 
spite of their doctrine of creation, made no progress in science and had a 
lower level of technical civilization than most of their “pagan” neighbors. 
The Greeks, whose outlook is frequently contrasted by biblical scholars 
with the Hebrew way of thinking, were in fact the pioneers of science, 
both on its theoretical side (logic and mathematics) and in the matter-of- 
fact observation of nature (for instance, Aristotle’s descriptions of ani¬ 
mals). Moreover, to believe that nature is God’s creation also guards 
against a completely autonomous and anthropocentric exploitation of na¬ 
ture. Man is steward rather than lord of the world; and although the gods 
are driven out of nature, matter is accorded a value, as God’s creation, 
which we shall see more fully unfolded in the doctrines of the incarnation 
and the sacraments. 

For the present, however, we come back to the basic conception of 
creatureliness as dependence, to which, in the case of man, is conjoined 
answerability. This conception may be used to illuminate two points that 
have been traditionally associated with the Christian doctrine of creation. 

The first is the notion of creatio ex nihilo. Presumably this doctrine 
was framed to stress the utter difference between an act of creation which 
gives rise to the world, and the familiar act of producing 'within the world. 
one thing from another thing—a difference to which we have already 
drawn attention . 4 The difference needed to be stressed because the act of 
producing something out of something else is the most obvious analogy 
for creation, and like all analogies it has to be taken dialectically or para¬ 
doxically, and its inappropriate features denied; and further, the difference 

3 The Relevance of Science, p. 178. 

4 See above, p. 212. 
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was stressed in order to differentiate the Christian doctrine of creation 
from Plato’s teaching, according to which the world is made out of a pre¬ 
existent matter. But we should notice that this distinction is not very clear. 
A matter (vA^) that is formless and completely without any determinate 
characteristics would be indistinguishable from nothing, and so too (as 
we have had occasion to mention more than once) would be pure undif¬ 
ferentiated being. 

The importance of a doctrine of creatio ex nihilo would seem to be 
that it draws attention to the fact that any particular being stands, so to 
speak, between nothing and Being. It is, in so far as it participates in Being, 
but at any time it may cease to be. It both is and is not, for in order for 
anything to be something particular and determinate, and recognizable as 
such, it is necessary that we should be able to say not only what it is, but 
what it is not. This means in effect that negativity enters into the very 
way in which any particular being is constituted, or that nullity (nothing¬ 
ness) is an essential constituent of creaturehood. Again, man is the para¬ 
digmatic case, for we have seen that he actually experiences the “nothing” 
that enters into his existence . 5 But this negativity, which in man can get 
raised to the level of explicit consciousness, is a universal characteristic of 
creaturely beings. 

Recognition of this illuminates, in turn, what was said about the “risk” 
accepted when primordial Being moves out through expressive Being into 
the openness of creation. The risk is that beings may get lost in nothing. 
What this implies will be seen when we come to the problem of evil. But 
it lies at the root of the ambiguity 7 of the world, and is the world char¬ 
acteristic that has been seized and stressed by dualistic religions which see 
the world as a battleground. Yet something of the dualistic view is found 
in all religion, and certainly in Christianity. Dualism genuinely reflects the 
twofold possibility of all creaturely being—to advance into fuller being, 
or to slip back into the nothing whence it has come. Wc can express this 
in another way by saying that creation does not produce a ready-made 
world. Just as we have seen that selfhood is not ready-made but has to be 
attained, so a world in which responsible selves are to have a place is a 
world that must be attained. This is recognized in both the Old Testament 
accounts of creation, with their talk of man subduing the earth and nam¬ 
ing the animals—activities in which he helps to shape the world and to 
advance it into fuller being. But this cooperative venture in which respon- 


5 Sec above, p. 86. 
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sible creatures have their part must be attended by the possibility of fail¬ 
ure, by the risk that the potentialities for worldhood may not be attained. 
The religious man, however, believes that creation has a direction. His 
faith is that Being can go out into nothing, can become finite and expose 
itself to the threat of nothing, can overcome nullity and attain its end. 

The second point to be discussed here is once more the problem of time 
in relation to Being. The exposition of creatureliness in terms of depen¬ 
dence puts to the side the question about creation as a beginning in time. It 
may be remembered that when we talked about the relations of theology 
and science, the question of whether the world had a beginning in time 
was mentioned as an illustration of the kind of problem that nowadays 
must be turned over to scientific cosmology. It presents us with the kind 
of question which, in principle, is capable of being settled by empirical 
observation, and which probably will be settled as, by radio-telescopes 
or other means, science probes further into the remote history of the uni¬ 
verse. We shall then learn whether there was a time when the cosmic 
process began, or whether it has always been going on much as we see it 
now. Theology can have nothing to say on this matter, and, on the other 
hand, whatever answer science may produce, this would not affect the 
doctrine of creation, as it is expounded here. For this doctrine is not an 
assertion that things began at a given time injthe p ast. but isan attempt to 
describe the characteristics of crcaturely beings. If this is the true purpose 
of a doctrine of creation, then we see once more the value of an exis ten- 
tial approach, and the corresponding danger of an approach through na- 
ture^sTnce~ r tIic latter can so easily become the question of how things 
began and can trespass into an area that properly belongs to science. 

This discussion of a beginning in time can hardly fail to remind us of 
St. Augustine’s well-known treatment of the problem. When asked about 
what God was doing or what was going on before the creation, his re¬ 
mark about those who ask the question is: “Let them see that there could 
be no time without a created being, and let them cease to speak that van¬ 
ity.” c We cannot imagine creation without time, for the creature is pre¬ 
cisely transient, with the possibility of ceasing to be. But on the other 
hand, we cannot imagine time without the coming into being and passing 
out of being of the creatures. Here, however, we must remember what 
has already been said about time in relation to the dynamic character of 
God. An inert, static Being could hardly be called “God.” Holy Being is 
already the self-giving, self-outpouring God symbolized in the doctrine of 


c Concessions, xi, 30. 
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the Trinity. But while God implies this dynamic ongoing life, it was said 
that it is more appropriate to say that time is in Being than that Being is 
in time. 7 What this in effect means is that the true “beginning” of creation 
is not some moment of past time but simply God or Being. He is the <1 p\v 
or principium that lets be whatever is, but he is this at any time and at all 
times. 

Our existential approach to the question of creation, taking man himself 
as the paradigm of creaturely being, has shown that the basic character¬ 
istic of creatureliness is dependence, which in man can take the form of a 
conscious receptive response to divine grace; that further, all creatures 
stand as it were between nothing and being, threatened by nullity, so that 
all creation involves risk; and finally, that time is needed both for the 
being of the creature and for the dynamism of Being itself, though a 
doctrine of creation docs not require us to suppose that this time ever had 
a beginning, in the sense of a first moment. Creation, the Bible asserts, is 
good, or rather, “very good.” 8 In spite of the risk involved, the risk of a 
split in Being, of disorder among the beings and their dissolution into 
nothing, creation is claimed to be good. It is so because by bringing about 
an almost infinite diversity of beings, it makes possible an almost infinitely 
richer and fuller unity than would have been possible had Being (to speak 
figuratively) remained enclosed in itself in a pure undifferentiated unitv. 
Being lets-be, but it docs so only at risk to itself, only by giving itself and 
going out into openness. To see this is to see that the creativity of Being 
or God is basically the same as the love of God. 

Now however we shall consider some of the traditional Christian imasr- 
ery and symbolism of creation, in order to seek a better understanding. 


57. MODELS OF CREATION 

Christian theology has employed two models or analogues to elucidate 
the mystery of creation, and a consideration of these will help to clarify 
and expand our thinking about this theme. These models arc “making” 
and “emanation.” The first of these is the fundamental one, taken from 
the Bible and developed through centuries of theological thought. The 
second has little foundation in the scriptures, but it entered into Christian 
theology at an early stage and has, as will be shown, its own value in cor¬ 
recting and supplementing the other model. 

The image associated with the notion of “making” is that of a craftsman 

7 Sec above, pp. 207-208. 
s Gen. 1:31. 
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producing an article for use. We have already noted that, like all ana¬ 
logues, this one is defective at certain points—it represents the relation 
between Being and the beings as a relation between beings, and it fails to 
express the notion of creatio ex nihilo. It is, however, the usual biblical 
analogy: “God made the firmament”; “God made the two great lights”; 
“God made the beasts of the earth”; “The Lord God made the earth and 
the heavens”; “The Lord God formed man of dust from the ground”; 
“The rib which the Lord God had taken from the man he made into a 
woman”; and so on. 0 This analogy stresses the transcendence of God, who 
makes the world, whether directly as in the older creation myth or indi¬ 
rectly through his spoken word, as in the more sophisticated story. Thus 
the analogy also stresses the distance and the difference of being between 
God and the creatures. Furthermore, it represents the creation as a free 
act on the part of God. 

The image usually associated with the notion of emanation is that of the 
sun sending forth its rays. As already said, this idea of creation is not very 
biblical, and often enough the ideas of emanation and creation are opposed 
to each other, though here we have chosen to oppose rather the ideas of 
emanation and making, subsuming both of them under the inclusive no¬ 
tion of creation. This procedure can be vindicated on the grounds that 
early Christian theologians such as Origen began to introduce the idea of 
emanation as interpretative of creation, and in one way or another the 
idea has continued to influence interpretation right down to our own 
time. It should not be regarded as a rival idea to the biblical one, or dis¬ 
missed as extraneous because of its neo-Platonist provenance. It should in¬ 
deed be regarded as secondary to the biblical idea, but as such it provides 
certain correctives and gives expression to insights that are not clearly 
presented in the image of making. Thus emanation suggests the imma¬ 
nence of God in the creation. It also stresses affinity and even closeness 
between the source and that which has sprung from it, though it certainly 
does not suggest for a moment that the creatures (the rays in the anal¬ 
ogy) have anything like the same “substantial” being as the Creator (the 
sun). Finally, it avoids the impression that creation could be considered 
like an arbitrary act, but it does this by moving too far in another direc¬ 
tion and suggesting that creation is like a natural process. 

I have outlined these two models of creation because I believe that their 
insights have to be combined. After all, whatever image we use will be 


9 Gen. 1:7, 1:16, 1:25, 2:4, 2:7, 2:22. 
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inadequate, and there is a good case for correcting one image by another. 
If it is objected that in this case only one image seems to have a firm 
basis in the Bible, I think it can be replied that the other image too, though 
it must be subordinate to the first, docs conserve insights that are scrip- 
turally based and has moreover been sanctioned by a long tradition of 
theological use from the Fathers to modern times. 

Our teaching has been that Being combines its transcendence as the 
mysterious act of letting-be with its immanence as present-and-manifest in 
all particular beings. The image of making presents us with the idea of 
transcendent letting-be, but, unless it is suitably modified, it may entirely 
miss the idea of an immanent presence. The image of emanation insists on 
the other hand that God does really put himself into the creation, so that 
the risk of creation really matters to him, and he is really involved in it 
and concerned with it. Now, an image of pure emanation probably goes 
too far in this direction and leads us toward a pantheism in which all 
things are part of God, the human soul is a divine spark, and so on. This is 
certainly not Christian teaching yet the rejection of this extreme should 
not be allowed to blind us to the genuine truth for which a doctrine of 
emanation contends. Many writers have tried to find a middle position in 
thinking of the creation as analogous to a work of art, the point being that 
the artist really does put something of himself into such a work, while 
remaining external to it. But it may be doubted whether this does full 
justice to the immanence of God in the creation, or whether it expresses 
that degree of concern with and involvement in the creation that in the 
Christian religion finds its eventual expression in a doctrine of incarnation. 
It is all a question of maintaining a right balance of transcendence and 
immanence, and perhaps this is best done by holding side by side in their 
tension with one another the models of making and emanation. 

These questions can be further opened up by considering creation in 
relation to the persons of the triune God. This matter has already come 
glancingly to our notice, 10 and now we must pay some further attention 
to it. 

Since the Father is primordial Being, the ultimate letting-be, it is natural 
that we should especially associate him with creation, and in the creeds he 
is specifically designated “maker of heaven and earth.” The tendency to 
think of the Father as Creator to the point almost of equating the two is 
perhaps reinforced by our habit of thinking of creation so much in terms 


10 See above, p. 194. 
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of the Old Testament narratives, to the neglect of what the New Testa¬ 
ment says on the subject. This predominance of the Father in our thought 
of creation tends in turn to stress the divine transcendence and to lay a 
very heavy emphasis on the model of making. But the work of creation 
belongs to the triune God, and when we attend to the Son and the Holy 
Spirit in creation, this helps to redress the balance. 

The New Testament speaks frequently of the Son or Logos as the agent 
through whom creation is effected. “All things were made through him, 
and without him was not anything made that was made.” “In him all 
things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether 
thrones or dominions or principalities or authorities—all things were cre¬ 
ated through him and for him.” God “has spoken to us by a Son, whom 
he appointed the heir of all things, through whom also he created the 
world.” 11 Many more quotations could be added, but these are enough to 
show that the teaching is clear and that it is common to several of the New 
Testament writers. 

Now, we talked of the Son (Logos) as expressive Being, and it was 
pointed out that the traditional language which speaks of the Son in rela¬ 
tion to the Father as “generated” or “begotten” preserves the unity of 
substance (Being) as between Father and Son, and is to be contrasted with 
the language of “creating” which sets a difference between God and the 
creature. Expressive Being is not the creation, but the agent through 
which the creation comes into being. In other words, expressive Being is 
God in one of his ways of being; expressive Being is not the world, nor 
anything less than God. Yet it is precisely here that we have to find ways 
of expressing more adequately the immanence of God in the creation, for 
expressive Being, the outgoing life of God, is not only agent in creation 
but does really enter into creation. The combination in the Son of tran¬ 
scendence and immanence is well expressed by St. Paul: “He is before all 
things, and in him all things hold together.” 12 In the same passage, St. Paul 
has spoken of the Son as “the first-born of all creation.” 13 These ques¬ 
tions belong to christology, and will be discussed there, but already—and 
not surprisingly—the christological center of the Christian faith is fore¬ 
shadowed in our discussion of creation. God, we may say, is so intimately 
involved with his creation that in a remarkable way Creator and creature 
become one in the incarnation. But this can only be because the possi¬ 
bility (we might even be permitted to say, the purpose) is already there 


11 John 1:3; Col. 1:16; Heb. 1:2. 

12 Col. 1:17. 

13 Col. 1:15. 
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in creation, and in the transcendent-immanent relation between expressive 
Being and the beings. 

We can also consider this briefly from the side of man. He belongs to 
the creation and is not God. Yet, as we have already seen and as we shall 
see more clearly very soon, man, as existent, has a special place in creation 
and an openness to Being, the possibility of a special relation to God. 
While there has been stressed above the difference between the “genera¬ 
tion” of the Son and the “creation” of man (with all other creatures), 
just as the Son involves himself in creaturely being, so there is the possi¬ 
bility for man to become one with the Son and to participate in the life 
of God. It is true that he is quoting a pagan poem—though he quotes him 
with approval—when St. Paul is represented as saying, concerning the re¬ 
lation of all men to God, “For we are indeed his offspring.” 14 This might 
seem to contradict the distinction between generation and creation, or 
between expressive Being and creaturely beings. But rightly understood, 
such an expression as “we are his offspring” has the same justification as 
has the model of emanation alongside the model of making, and it con¬ 
tends for a truth which will shortly become clearer to us. 

It remains to say something of the work of the Holy Spirit in creation. 
Typically, we think of the Spirit as operating at the level of “spiritual” 
beings, bringing men by their conscious and willing response into a higher 
unity with each other and with God. Thus we are probably inclined to 
associate the work of the Spirit with consummation rather than with cre¬ 
ation. But we already noted that at the creation the Spirit is said to have 
been moving over the waters, and allusion was made to the mystery of his 
operation at levels of creaturely being lower than that of man’s existent 
or “spiritual” being. 15 We get a remarkable statement about the work of 
the Spirit in all creation from St. Paul. He says that “the creation waits 
with eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God,” and he enlarges 
on this by declaring that “the whole creation has been groaning in travail 
together until now; and not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have 
the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait for adoption as 
sons.” 10 Here we have the picture of the Spirit, as unitive Being, lifting 
the whole creation toward God, bringing the beings into a reconciling 
unity with Being, yet without destroying their diversity, so that this is a 
higher and fuller unity than would have been possible had Being remained 
in itself and not gone out into the risk of creation. The culmination of 

14 Acts 17:28. 
is See above, p. 201. 

16 Rom. 8:19 and 22-23. 
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this unity that the Spirit builds is the free conscious communion of spiri¬ 
tual (existent) beings with Being, which is in effect their “adoption as 
sons,” that is to say, their participation in the life of God, so that the crea¬ 
tures will indeed have fulfilled their potentiality to become “offspring.” 
But although this is the culmination, it is clear that the operation of the 
Spirit is represented as taking place at all levels, through the “whole cre¬ 
ation.” The “groaning” of the creation is the inarticulate response of crea- 
turely beings to the unitive movement of the Spirit, a response that is 
below the level of that free, explicit, and conscious response that takes 
place on the level of man’s existence. Nowadays we might call the in¬ 
articulate, unconscious “travail” of the lower levels of creation a visits, or 
striving toward a goal, which these crcaturcly beings, below the level of 
conscious thought, certainly do not see, yet toward which they seem to 
move. But these remarks have brought us to the point where we must try 
to sketch out a theology of nature. 


38. NATURE 

It is sometimes objected that an existential approach to theology does not 
allow for a theology of nature. This objection is valid in some extreme 
cases, where existence (or perhaps history) and nature are so sharply sepa¬ 
rated that a kind of dualism has been set up, and a theology founded in 
the first of these two kinds of being has no way of coming to grips with 
the other and utterly alien kind of being. There is something like a Gnostic 
element in this way of thinking. Our own method, however, has been con¬ 
sistently called “existential-ontological.” For very good reasons, it begins 
from man’s existential being rather than from the being of nature, but it 
has no intention of being shut up in some narrow kind of existentialism. 
I have already said that it is from awareness of and reflection on our own 
creaturely being that, by a process of abstraction, we can form an idea of 
the creatureliness of nature. But this first approach to an understanding 
of the creatureliness of nature can be filled out in various ways. 

We may begin by reflecting for a moment on the meaning of this word 
“nature.” It has to do with being born, arising, and etymologically it 
comes from the same root as “genesis.” Heidegger thinks that the Latin 
word vatura was a poor translation of the Greek </>vW, and that in general 
the Romans obscured the Greek philosophical vocabulary when they 
translated it. The Greek <£vW is, in turn, the noun corresponding to the 
verb <f>vtiv, which is one of the words that serves to express the idea of 
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“being”—it is indeed cognate with “being.” <J>vW, however, expresses 
“being” in a special way. According to Heidegger (and this is very much 
in line with some of our earlier remarks) </>vW expresses “being” in such 
a way as to include “becoming” as well as “being” in what he calls “the 
restricted sense of inert duration.” Hence, <f>vm s, or “nature,” is said to be 
“the process of arising, of emerging from the hidden.” 17 Nature then is 
the emergence of the beings, and this can be visualized, as has been al¬ 
ready suggested, in terms of primordial Being’s going out through expres¬ 
sive Being into the risk of creation, that is to say, into the threat of dis¬ 
solution into nothing, for every created being both is and is not, and it 
is by standing between nothing and Being that any particular being can 
be the determinate being that it is. 

So all the beings that go to constitute nature share in the basic creature- 
liness of man, whom we took as the paradigm of creaturely beings. But it 
becomes clear that the various beings that occur in nature form a kind of 
series. If the creatureliness that belongs to them is to be understood by 
abstraction from our first-hand understanding of man’s creatureliness, then 
all of them appear to lack that answerability which belongs to man’s pecu¬ 
liar existential constitution as a responsible being, but it is also clear that 
some of the creatures stand closer to man than others, and that the kind 
of being that belongs to them requires less abstraction to grasp it than the 
kind of being that belongs to some of the others. 

What we notice, in fact, is the hierarchy of beings. In one form or an¬ 
other, this has always been known to man at least since he began to 
emerge from an animistic understanding of the world. A hierarchy of 
beings is recognized in the more sophisticated of the two creation stories 
in Genesis, where the creation of the world is exhibited as an ordered se¬ 
quence, beginning with the elemental energies and the physical framework 
of nature, and rising through the varied forms of living organisms to man. 
The recognition of several levels of natural being has persisted in the his¬ 
tory of philosophy down to modern times, when it has found more precise 
expression in connection with the ideas of evolution and emergence. Dif¬ 
ferent philosophers have worked out the scheme in different ways, some 
recognizing more, some fewer levels of being, some going right back to 
space-time itself as the lowest level and ultimate matrix of nature, others 
beginning with matter. Basic levels that appear in all schemes are matter, 
life, and mind (or spirit or existence). 


17 An Introduction to Metaphysics, pp. 13-15, and p. 17. 
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The philosophers whom we have in mind (examples are C. Lloyd Mor¬ 
gan, Samuel Alexander, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin) speak of “emergence” 
in nature to indicate that each new level brings forth an clement of nov¬ 
elty, a new kind of being that could not be explained just in terms of the 
factors operating on the level below, though it arises out of this level. 
This thought of emergence fits in very well with the notion of <f>vm<: as 
emergence, already mentioned, though this fundamental emergence is that 
of determinate, finite, created beings from the hiddenness of Being itself. 
Furthermore, each emergent level in the various schemes gathers up the 
lower levels into a new unity. Thus, a living organism is also a material 
thing, but not a mere material thing; while in turn man, as existing, is also 
a living organism and also a material thing, but he is not vterely any of 
these—and perhaps we should not say cither that he is also any of them, 
for they have all been gathered up and transformed in the new unity of 
personal being. The very fact that these emergent unities are not to be 
explained in terms of the factors operative on the lower levels alone, and 
that something like critical moments of emergence seem to be posited, re¬ 
inforces our claim that the true starting point for an investigation of these 
matters is existence, from which we then proceed by abstraction down 
the scale. On the whole, the philosophers mentioned at the beginning of 
this paragraph work from nature rather than from existence, and have 
been mentioned here because, in spite of their starting point, their theory 
of emergent levels converges with an account of nature that begins from 
human existence and proceeds downward. It is likely that the creation nar¬ 
rative of Genesis also worked downward from human existence in formu¬ 
lating its account of the levels of creation. We have already noted that the 
earlier creation story centers on the creation of man, and moreover, the 
later account came after the Hebrew prophets had formulated a belief in 
God’s control of history, and many theologians have seen in the creation 
story an extension to nature of the providential control which the people 
had existentially experienced in their history. 

Let us suppose then that we admit something like a hierarchy of beings, 
an ordered series of kinds of being that are exhibited in nature. We seem 
to be justified in speaking of “levels” and in distinguishing “higher” and 
“lower” levels because, as we have seen, some kinds of being include 
others, and thus display a wider range of being and a higher unity that 
embraces a more multiple diversity. Philosophers of emergence have often 
claimed that complexity is the factor that distinguishes the different levels, 
and that increasing complexity on a particular level eventually reaches a 
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critical point at which there occurs a leap to the next level, where the 
complexity is gathered up in a new and more comprehensive unity. This 
account has a considerable measure of probability, but we must see if we 
can express this understanding of nature in more definitely theological 
terms, since our problem here is a theology of nature rather than a phi¬ 
losophy of nature. 

It is in line with what has just been said to recognize that the higher 
levels in the hierarchy of beings exhibit a wider range of Being, or at least 
have the potentiality for doing so. For Being is present and manifest in 
the beings; and those beings which are able to display in their kind of 
being the widest diversity in unity are the most adequate symbols of 
Being, that is to say, are best able to be the vehicles of Being’s self¬ 
communication. 18 

These points may now be linked in turn with the teaching of St. 
Thomas. He maintains that all things tend to be like God, or to imitate 
God—though we may suppose that this cannot be any external imitation 
(which would be impossible) but rather a participation. Presumably even 
the atom of hydrogen has a minimal participation in Being and a tendency, 
if we may so speak, to “imitate” Being, in so far as it plays its part in 
building up the fabric of the world. But what is most typical of God 
(Being) is, in the language we have used, his “letting-be,” his conferring 
of being, his self-giving to the beings. This letting-be is both his creativity 
and his love. In St. Thomas’ language, “It is out of his goodness that God 
bestows being on others.” 19 Thus the fullest imitation of or participation 
in God comes about when the creature in turn “lets be”: “all things seek 
to be like God by being causes of others.” 20 Now it is clear that this gives 
us another way—and a more theological one—for distinguishing the levels 
or hierarchy of beings. Living beings which reproduce themselves partici¬ 
pate in “letting-be” more than do inanimate things; but on a far higher 
level is man who, with his capacity—however limited—for creativity and 
love brings the “imitation” of God on to an altogether new level, that of 
free cooperation in letting-be. This will call for fuller discussion when 
we speak of man himself, but here we see both his continuity with and 
his distinctness from nature. Perhaps the chief merit and certainly the most 
existential element in Teilhard de Chardin’s book The Phenomenon of 
Man is the way in which he shows how tendencies that work blindly in 

18 See above, p. 143. 

10 Suvma contra Gentiles, III, 21. 

20 Ibid. 
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nature come to self-consciousness and take over responsible self-direction 
in man. 

But our theme for the present is nature. If all things do indeed “imitate” 
God, and if there is continuity as well as distinctness between nature and 
man, then we see good reason for the Church’s rejection of the ancient 
Gnostic heresies that regarded matter as evil, and we ourselves must be 
on our guard against modern errors of the same sort—views which set up 
an unbridgeable dualism between existence (or history) and nature, or 
which take an impossibly “spiritualized” view of man by devaluing the 
physical dimensions of his existence, for instance, in some of the attacks 
made on the material and institutional aspects of religion. As a sacramental 
religion, Christianity explicitly recognizes the value of material being. We 
have already noted how in some mysterious way we can suppose that the 
Holy Spirit operates even in material being. St. Thomas points out that 
if all things tend to be like God, then they must tend to be like him in his 
goodness. God himself in the creation story is said to have pronounced 
his work to be “very good.” 21 We might add that his goodness, like his 
creativity and his love, is founded in his “letting-be,” the basic character¬ 
istic of Being. 

It would be difficult to find a better statement of the Christian under¬ 
standing of the created world than we find in the words of a pre-Christian 
philosopher, Plato: “Let me tell you then why the creator made this world 
of generation. He was good, and the good can never have any jealousy of 
anything. And being free from jealousy, he desired that all things should 
be as like himself as they could be. This is in the truest sense the origin 
of creation and of the world: God desired that all things should be good 
and nothing bad, so far as this was attainable.” 22 


55). MAN 

Our discussion of the theology of nature has brought us to man, the cul¬ 
minating point of that hierarchy of beings that can be seen on this earth. 
On the one hand, I have wanted to stress man’s continuity with nature, 
and thus his essential creaturcliness; but on the other hand, such a leap is 
made with the emergence in man of rational, responsible being, that we 
cannot treat him as just a part of nature. One of the meanings intended 
when we say that man “exists” is just that he stands out from the back- 

21 Gen. 1:31. 

22 Timaeus , 30-31. 
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ground of nature. He has indeed been shaped by nature, yet in turn he 
proceeds to shape nature and to extend his control over it. 

We have already spent a considerable amount of space in the discussion 
of man. An entire chapter was devoted to the analysis of human existence, 
and this served as the starting point for our philosophical theology. 23 This 
philosophical theology (or new style natural theology, if anyone prefers 
to call it such) was oriented throughout to the description of the struc¬ 
tures of human existence, and to the exploration of human experience in 
some of its dimensions. In the course of all this, enough has been said 
about man and his existence in the world to excuse us from attempting a 
further detailed account, now that we arc considering man in the light of 
the Christian doctrine of creation. However, some of the main points can 
be recapitulated here and brought into relation to the doctrine of creation, 
and to some of the distinctively Christian and biblical ideas that have been 
used to present the understanding of man as he is seen from the viewpoint 
of the Christian revelation. Let us recall once more that in such interpreta¬ 
tion, there is always reciprocal illumination. If it is the understanding of 
ourselves already given with existence that makes possible a philosophical 
theology and, indeed, makes possible our response to any revelation or our 
recognition of any revelation, the revelation will in turn shed new light on 
that “natural” understanding of ourselves from which we set out. Perhaps 
it is even the case that one can only properly understand who man is 
when one has seen who Christ is, for it is in the light of Christ and his 
cross that both the actual sinfulness of man is revealed, and also his poten¬ 
tial destiny of sonship. Yet on the other hand, Christ could mean nothing 
to us if we had not started off from the awareness of our own existence 
and of the questions implied in it. 

So we can raise again the question of man at this point, hoping to get a 
clearer view of human existence in the light of the doctrine of creation, 
but recognizing that more still may be learned as the Christian faith un¬ 
folds itself, especially in the doctrines of Christ’s person and work. Yet our 
exploration of all of these must remain oriented by that “natural” under¬ 
standing of existence which is given to us with our existence. 

We need not linger too long over the finitude of man, which is con¬ 
stantly stressed in the Bible. It is effectively symbolized as “dust” in the 
ancient creation myth. 24 As made out of dust, man is firmly located among 
creaturely beings. We would misunderstand the symbol if we thought that 

23 See above, pp. 59-83. 

24 Gen. 2:7. 
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the dust refers to man’s body, and that this is contrasted with his soul (or 
“breath of life”). The biblical writers treat man, at least in the main, as a 
unity. Dust symbolizes not so much the body, in the sense of the visible, 
material constituent of man’s being, but rather all the factors in man’s exis¬ 
tence that belong to his facticity, as a being brought forth by nature and 
never freed from nature, however much he may transcend in certain re¬ 
spects a merely natural kind of being. 

The factical or finite pole of man’s existence is perhaps chiefly repre¬ 
sented by the biblical writers in terms of his transience. This is a common 
theme both in the Old Testament and in the New: “Thou dost sweep men 
away; they are like a dream, like grass which is renewed in the morning: 
in the morning it flourishes and is renewed; in the evening it fades and 
withers”; or “What is your life? For you are a mist that appears for a 
little time and then vanishes.” 25 But as well as his transience, man’s irration¬ 
ality and his impotence are noted. The fact that death appears in the myth 
of the fall as the penalty for sin tends to obscure the distinction between 
finitude (which belongs intrinsically to human existence) and sin (which 
is an imbalance or perversion affecting existence). Of this, more will have 
to be said when we consider the doctrine of sin. For the moment, how¬ 
ever, it is enough to notice that the Christian and biblical doctrine of man 
fully recognizes his creatureliness and his continuity with all other crea- 
turely beings. 

Must we not say, however, that modern science compels us to break off 
the consideration of man when we have understood him to be dust of the 
ground, that is to say, entirely a part of nature, though admittedly a very 
complicated part? Biology has shown man’s continuity with the animal 
kingdom, and such sciences as sociology and psychology make it clear 
that overt human behavior can be a proper subject matter for scientific 
study. It can be replied—and validly, I believe—that all of these sciences 
abstract from the full concreteness of human existence, and miss out on 
precisely what is “existential” in man. But arc we not now coming to the 
point where the researches of cybernetics will penetrate the last strong¬ 
hold, man’s mind and consciousness, and show that these too belong with 
nature? 

Electronic machines excel man in various kinds of calculative thinking. 
Admittedly, this is the lowest kind of thinking, and it is good that we can 
shift the drudgery of it to machines, just as so much heavy manual labor 
has long since been transferred to machines. But let us suppose that better 


25 Ps. 90:5-6; James 4:14. 
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machines are built, to take over higher mental operations; let us suppose 
even that a machine gets built that becomes conscious and capable of spon¬ 
taneous acts. What would this say about man? I do not think it would tell 
us anything new about man. It would simply confirm what we pretty well 
know already, that our mental life needs a highly complex material sub¬ 
stratum. Our supposed invention would tell us more about machines than 
about men, namely, that when an electronic machine achieves a certain de¬ 
gree of complexity, it ceases to be a machine and becomes a rudimentary 
existent, as a new level of being has emerged, comparable to the emer¬ 
gence of the living from the non-living at a lower stage of evolution. 

Carl von Weizsacker has made some sensible remarks on these topics. 
He acknowledges that in theory it might not be impossible to build a crea¬ 
ture with distinctly human traits, and yet in another sense it might be im¬ 
possible: and “the reason might be just that what you need to make a man 
is history; perhaps it cannot be done in less than four thousand million 
years.” 20 

Certainly the Bible claims for man a distinctive place in the creation. 
This distinctiveness (which philosophy calls “existence”) finds theological 
expression in the doctrine of an imago Dei, or image of God, in which 
man is made. If man is formed of the dust of the ground, he is also said 
to have had breathed into him by God the breath of life; in the other ver¬ 
sion of the creation story, “God said, ‘Let us make man in our image, after 
our likeness’ ... so God created man in his own image, in the image of 
God created he him.” 27 Perhaps at one time the notion of man made to 
the image of God was taken in a mythological wav, so that man would 
be supposed to bear an actual physical resemblance to God. As mythologi¬ 
cal ways of thinking were transcended, the affinity between God and man 
was seen rather in their both having a “spiritual” mode of being. Early 
Christian writers account for the fact that man is rational (Adyucos) by 
supposing that he has somehow a share or reflection of the divine Word 
(Aoyos), that factor in God which is directed outward upon the world 
and through which creation takes place. But while this stress on the Logos 
as the point of affinity between God and man conforms to the Greek view 
that what makes man distinctive is precisely his rationality—he is £dW 
Adyov e\ov —yet this is not to be understood, in the context of Christian 
theology, in a narrowly intellectual sense. The full meaning of the claim 
that man is made to the image of God can be better conveyed in the con- 


20 The Relevance of Science , p. 140. 
27 Gen. 2:7, 1:26-27. 
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temporary language of “existence.” What distinguishes man from other 
creatures is that he “exists,” and to exist is to have an openness, which is 
perhaps the best clue to the mysterious affinity of God and man. Just as 
God opens himself into the creation and pours out being, and therefore 
has “letting-bc” as his essence, so man is most truly himself and realizes 
his essence in the openness of an existence in which he too can let be, in 
responsibility, in creativity, and in love. 

The doctrine of an imago Dei has to be sharply distinguished from pan¬ 
theistic theories in which man (or, more often, the rational element in 
man) is regarded as a fragment of God. Christian teaching clearly puts 
man among crcaturely beings; the fact that he is made to the image of 
God docs not annul or contradict his creatureliness. But if one has to in¬ 
terpret the notion of the divine image in such a way as to avoid any sug¬ 
gestion of pantheism, it is equally necessary to avoid the error of some 
theologians who minimize the doctrine of the divine image in man, and 
who stress the gulf between the otherness and transcendence of God on 
the one hand, and the creaturely finitude of man on the other. No doubt 
the motive of these theologians is to glorify God, but sometimes by de¬ 
preciating man too far, they drag down God with him, for they lessen the 
wonder of God’s creation as a creation in which free beings have been 
brought forth, and they make God’s sovereignty a mere external control 
rather than a claim to inward, voluntary allegiance. Of course, we have 
still to ask how far this image of God in man might be defaced or even 
obliterated by sin. There is no intention of maintaining that man as he ac¬ 
tually is, always and everywhere, manifests the divine image in an unmis¬ 
takable and undistorted way. But there is a tendency among theologians 
who excessively stress the divine sovereignty to demean man even apart 
from his sinfulness and to set an infinite distance between God and man. 
This prevents us from attaching any significance to man’s peculiar place 
in creation and, as has already been pointed out, undervalues God’s work 
in creation and drags him down to lower modes of operation. Further¬ 
more, as William Adams Brown has rightly said, “the doctrine of a kinship 
between God and man gives the standard for measuring the significance 
of sin.” 28 If one minimizes the kinship, then what we call the “fall” of 
man must be correspondingly minimized, for he has less far to fall. But 
curiously enough, those who are accustomed to exaggerate the distance 
between God and man are the very people who tend to make most of the 
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doctrine of a fall and run to another exaggeration in teaching a doctrine 
of total depravity. To these questions we shall come back in due course. 

We must think of the imago Dei more in terms of a potentiality for 
being that is given to man with his very being, than in terms of a fixed 
“endowment” or “nature.” Man is a creature, but as the creature that 
“exists,” he has an openness into which he can move outward and upward. 
Indeed, the whole hierarchy of beings can be seen as an open series in 
which at each stage the tendency to be like God emerges more strongly. 
At the level of human existence we have passed beyond the levels of be¬ 
ings having fixed essences to existent being, and we have already seen that 
while man is a creature of God, he has the potentiality for becoming the 
“offspring” of God or for being “adopted” into sonship and so of some¬ 
how participating in God’s life. It is when we consider this openness 
whereby creaturely being may be taken up into holy Being that we get, 
so to speak, a breathtaking view of creation in all its unimaginable possi¬ 
bilities. This view reminds us once again that all our models must be in¬ 
adequate, though they do indeed point to something of the splendor that 
holy Being brings forth in creation. 

The consideration of man in the light of the biblical teaching on cre¬ 
ation brings home to us more sharply the tension or polarity inherent in hu¬ 
man existing. He is a creature, brought forth by nature and remaining sub¬ 
ject in many respects to nature’s laws. Yet he is also made to the image of 
God, and stands before possibilities that seem endless. As the early Chris¬ 
tian writer Theophilus of Antioch expressed it, “God gave man an oppor¬ 
tunity for progress, so that by growing and becoming mature and further¬ 
more having been declared a god, he might also ascend into heaven.” 29 
But this means that man is creative as well as creaturely and that he is 
given a share with God in shaping that still unfinished creation in which 
his life is set. The activities of tending the garden and naming the animals 
in the creation story are only the beginnings of a long process by which 
man more and more converts mere nature into a humanized world. That 
world is organized in terms of human needs and activities, and of human 
science. In it, things no longer confront us in their sheer givenness and 
strangeness; they have been assigned a place and a meaning in an environ¬ 
ment that is seen from the human point of view. 

But it is just at this point that the tension is most acutely experienced, 
and we have become especially aware of it in an age of high technology. 


20 Ad Autolycwn, II, 24. 
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Man is tempted to move from being guardian of the world to becoming 
its exploiter, from use to reckless abuse. He forgets that he is also a crea¬ 
ture and must have respect for nature’s laws. Abraham Heschel has well 
expressed the dilemma: “There are two primary ways in which man re¬ 
lates himself to the world that surrounds him: manipulation and apprecia¬ 
tion. In the first way he sees in what surrounds him things to be handled, 
forces to be managed, objects to be put to use. In the second way he sees 
in what surrounds him things to be acknowledged, understood, valued or 
admired.” 30 Both ways of seeing the world are necessary to man, but it is 
not easy to hold them together. In an activistic time, theologians have too 
much stressed dominion as the meaning of the divine image in man, but 
contemplation and acceptance are just as much needed for the ordering of 
human life. 

It will be understood that in all that has been said here, man is under¬ 
stood not just as individual but in the inescapable social dimensions of his 
being. This is very clear in both of the biblical creation stories. In the first, 
both man and woman are needed in their community to reflect the imasre 

j 

of God; and in the second, Adam is incomplete until Eve is created as his 
companion. 

What we have already seen of the open, self-transcending nature of man 
leads us to the question of his destiny. Creature though he is, he does not 
find completion or satisfaction in crcaturely goods. Because he is consti¬ 
tuted as an existent with potentiality for becoming the “offspring” of God, 
man has the sense and taste for the infinite (Schleiermacher), his heart is 
restless until it finds rest in God (St. Augustine). This was indeed the 
basis for our whole philosophical or natural theology, as worked out in 
the first division of this book; but now we can look back and see it in a 
new perspective from the viewpoint of the doctrine of creation. 

That man does not find satisfaction in the beings but is driven on to the 
quest of Being itself means either that he is doomed to frustration and to 
the pursuit of an illusion or that he does indeed have a destiny that lies 
beyond the horizon of what is possible for any other creature that we 
know. Whether this destiny would be an immortal destiny, or what pre¬ 
cisely we might mean by “immortality,” are questions that must be de¬ 
ferred for the present. Let us say simply that his destiny is to participate 
in the fullest and most conscious way possible in God. All things indeed 
participate in God (Being) but man’s destiny is to participate freely, re- 
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sponsibly, gladly, with love, to become a coworker with God in creation, 
a guardian of Being to whom has been entrusted the capacity to let-be. 
Man’s participation in God could never be interpreted as an absorption 
into God, as in pantheism. Such absorption would be the nullifying of the 
whole process of creation, so that this would have been just a waste. For 
creation, as we have considered it here, is precisely the coming out or 
emergence of particular beings, so that instead of a (purely hypothetical) 
undifferentiated primordial Being, there is the wealth of differentiated be¬ 
ings, and these are built up into an ever wider diversity-in-unity. The 
more multiple the created beings, the richer is the unity, or at least the 
potential unity, and all this richness would be shattered and destroyed by 
the collapse of everything into the stillness of an inert monolithic Being. 
The idea of such Being is not for a moment to be compared with that of 
Being that goes out into what we have already been constrained to call 
the “breathtaking” splendor of a creation where Being confers itself, gives 
itself, entrusts itself to the beings that have been called out of nothing to 
participation in and cooperation with Being itself. 

Yet commensurate with the grandeur of this creation is its risk. This 
risk becomes specially apparent with the appearance of man, for with the 
gift of responsibility and the capacity for letting-be, there inevitably goes 
the possibility of rebellion rather than cooperation, of being for himself 
rather than letting-be. We have been talking of man in his basic constitu¬ 
tion and his ideal possibilities, but we have still to consider sin, which even 
at the level of philosophical theology was apparent as the disorder and im¬ 
balance of existence. 


40. THE HOLY ANGELS 

We have seen that creation can be considered as a hierarchy of beings. All 
of them participate in Being and tend to move toward “likeness” to God, 
but they manifest Being in many different ways and over many different 
ranges. Some manifest Being over a wider range than others, and so we 
can think of them as constituting an order, and this in turn corresponds 
roughly to the ordered levels of entities described in philosophies of emer¬ 
gence. Hitherto we have thought of man as heading the series, and he does 
indeed stand at the apex of that hierarchy of beings that can be observed 
on our planet, for he is the one who gathers up into the new unity of per¬ 
sonal, responsible being the several levels of being that are stretched out 
below him and that constitute nature. There is, however, no reason why 
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we should suppose that the series must terminate with man, and this is 
recognized both by contemporary philosophies which visualize levels of 
being beyond man’s being and by ancient mythologies which introduced 
the idea of beings intermediate between man and God. More than ever 
nowadays, as we learn more and more of the inconceivable vastness of 
space and time and of the infinite proliferation of worlds, it becomes a 
probability of the highest order that there are or have been or will be 
beings that surpass man in the hierarchy of beings. 

How such higher beings might be constituted or what kind of experi¬ 
ence they might have, we cannot know and it would be idle to speculate. 
As has been mentioned, we can penetrate into the mystery of those levels 
of beings below man, such as animal life, by a procedure of abstraction. 
We might perhaps try to penetrate into the mystery of possible levels of 
beings above man by a procedure of extrapolation. But such a procedure 
is always very risky and in any case, if in these higher beings there is some 
really novel form of experience beyond the range of our own, we would 
be unable to form any idea of it, just as a cat would be unable to know 
what our human experience is like. 

It might seem then that there would be little profit in attempting any 
discussion of the angels, those higher beings that have been traditionally 
recognized in Christian faith and theology. As they have usually been rep¬ 
resented, they belong to the mythology and poetry of religion rather than 
to theology. In the Bible itself, it would in many cases be hard to know 
whether the mention of angels should be understood as implying the ac¬ 
tivity of some higher order of beings or whether it is simply a pictorial 
way of representing the action of God or his self-communication in the 
world. In the early parts of the Old Testament, the “angel of the Lord” is 
hardly to be distinguished from God himself, who was supposed to appear 
sensibly upon the earth. For instance, in the story of the theophany to 
Moses, it is the “angel of the Lord” who appears to hinoJn the-burning 
bush, but it is “God” or the “Lord” who speaks to him out of the bush. 31 
In the New Testament also, it would seem that mention of angels is some¬ 
times simply a device for expressing a revelatory experience. For instance, 
it is interesting to compare the nativity stories in St. Matthew and St. Luke. 
In the latter, the angels seem to be represented as actual personal beings 
who come and go as bearers of divine messages; but in the former they 
appear in dreams, and it is the dream that is the vehicle for the communi- 
31 Exod. 3:2, 3:4. 
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cation. 32 But whatever problems there may be in deciding about the usage 
in particular passages or authors, there is no doubt that the biblical writers 
did believe in a higher order of beings whom they called “angels” and 
who are well described as “ministering spirits sent forth to serve.” 33 

When we turn from the mythological and poetic references to angels 
to attempts to conceptualize them and to describe their constitution, we 
may think that we are entering a realm of pure speculation. St. Thomas 
spends a considerable amount of space in discussing the angels, but many 
of the questions which he raises may seem to us remote and unreal, as, for 
instance, “whether the movement of an angel is instantaneous.” 34 But we 
should not be too impatient with St. Thomas’ discussion, which is in fact 
an interesting example of extrapolation, in so far as it seeks to analyze the 
idea of a purely spiritual creature. 35 Such an analysis may become purely 
speculative, but it also has an existential and theological interest when it 
is oriented to the problem of man’s own existence and is not considered as 
just a disinterested metaphysical hypothesis. 

The concept of angelic being, or the being of a purely spiritual crea¬ 
ture, can be seen as a limiting case of creaturely being. We can form an 
idea of it by eliminating from the concept of human existence much of 
what is symbolized by the “dust of the ground,” such as sensuous desires 
and whatever else ties us to an earthly existence; and correspondingly we 
might imagine a vast increase in spiritual and intellectual capacity. 

Apart altogether from the question of whether such purely spiritual 
creatures may exist, there is theological significance in this idea of the 
angelic, just as there is also theological significance in the idea of the de¬ 
monic, aside from the question of whether there are any actual demons. 
The theological significance of the angelic may be considered both nega¬ 
tively and positively. 

Negatively, the concept of angelic being sets a boundary to some as¬ 
pirations of human existence. The angels are thought of as constituting a 
different order of beings, and so they are never in the Bible set up as ex¬ 
amples for man, nor could an angel be a mediator between God and man. 
The limiting case of angelic or purely spiritual creaturehood is set over 
against the polar being (“existence”) that belongs to man, not as a judg¬ 
ment of it or as a kind of being after which man should strive, but rather 

32 Mart. 1:20, 2:13, 2:19, 2:22; Luke 1:1 r, 1:26, 2:9. 

33 Heb. 1:14. 

34 Stamm Tbeologiae, la, 53, 3. 

33 Op. cit., Ia, 50. 
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as a foil in which we understand our human existence better and learn not 
to despise the material but to integrate it into man’s own kind of crea- 
turely being, that is to say, an embodied and factical existence. Indeed, 
the word “angelism” has been coined to denote a false spirituality in man, 
a proud attempt to live as a purely spiritual and intellectual being or to 
place excessive reliance on his spiritual and intellectual capacities. This is 
imbalance and distortion of human existence, and therefore sin. 

As if to emphasize the perils of angelism, the traditional material con¬ 
cerning the angels contains the myth of the primeval rebellion of some of 
the angels against God and their consequent fall. The point of the story is 
simply that angelic or purely spiritual being is no guarantee against sin, 
and does not result in the elimination of sin. On the contrary, it suggests 
that spiritual sin is graver than any sensuous sin. This spiritual sin is pride, 
and ultimate idolatry. 

Hence we may think of the angel as setting a limit to man’s being. 
Like the cherubim who are said to have kept guard outside the garden of 
Eden, 30 the concept of the angelic marks the boundary beyond which 
man cannot trespass. We have our own constitution as creatures, the par¬ 
ticular constitution that we call “existence,” and we have to be as exis- 
tents. We have indeed seen that existence is itself open, not fixed, and that 
its possibilities can unfold from creaturehood to sonship, and to partici¬ 
pation in God. How far they go, we do not know, as the creature presses 
on in likeness to God. “We are God’s children now; it does not yet ap¬ 
pear what we shall be, but we know that when he appears we shall be like 
him.” 37 But this mystery of ultimate human destiny has nothing to do 
with a kind of lane-jumping in which we do not accept the kind of being 
that is ours in creation, and try to exchange it for another kind. The 
Christian faith holds before us the God-man, not the angel, as the fullest 
expression of a truly human destiny. 

It may be that I have spent too long over the negative significance of 
the angels. While indeed they do appear in the Bible as agents of God’s 
judgment and restraint, they are more often represented as helpful, “sent 
forth to serve for the sake of those who are to obtain salvation.” 38 

Positively, the concept of the angelic stands for the unity and order of 
the whole creation in the service of Being; not merely at the level of cos¬ 
mic process, but at the level of conscious and free cooperation. God has 

36 Gen. 3:24. 

37 I John 3:2. 

38 Heb. 1:14. 
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“ordained and constituted the services of angels and men in a wonderful 
order.” 39 Man is sometimes afflicted with a sense of loneliness on his little 
planet, the only “existent” upon earth, perhaps just an accident in the 
cosmos. But if the Christian doctrine of creation is true, then man is no 
accident, and presumably he is not alone. He must be one of countless 
races of beings on which the Creator has conferred being, and some of 
these races must, like man himself, have risen to consciousness and freedom 
whereby they can gladly cooperate with God. Some must have moved 
further in the hierarchy of beings, so that they constitute higher orders 
of creaturely beings. The doctrine of the angels opens our eyes to this 
vast, unimaginable cooperative striving and service, as all things seek to 
be like God and to attain fullness of being in him. One may recall here 
the story of Elisha’s servant whose courage was renewed by a vision of 
supporting angels. 40 

This incident is particularly relevant for understanding the significance 
of the angels in a contemporary formulation of the doctrine of creation. 
The doctrine of the angels directs our minds to the vastness and richness 
of the creation, and every advance of science opens up still more distant 
horizons. Any merely humanistic creed that makes man the measure of all 
things or regards him as the sole author of values is narrow and parochial. 
The panorama of creation must be far more breathtaking than we can 
guess in our corner of the cosmos, for there must be many higher orders 
of beings whose service is joined with ours under God. 


41. DEMONS OR EVIL SPIRITS 

In common with other religions, Christianity has recognized still another 
class of creaturely beings—the demons or evil spirits. Belief in the exis¬ 
tence of such spirits has now largely declined, but throughout most of 
Christian history it was virtually universal, and it is prominent in the New 
Testament. In the developed form of the belief, there was visualized a 
whole host of evil spirits under the rule of Satan or Lucifer and consti¬ 
tuting a kind of “kingdom of darkness” opposed to the rule of God. 

In Christian theology, these demonic powers were always considered 
creatures, even if creatures of superior force and cunning. They were 
never considered to constitute an independent reality equiprimordial with 
God, as in some eastern dualistic religions. But if these are evil creatures, 

39 Book of Common Prayer, Collect for St. Michael and All Angels. 

40 JI Kings 6:15-17. 
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they could not have been created evil by a God who made everything 
very good. Thus their existence was explained by a myth of a fall of 
angels who had revolted against God before man was created. 

If our speculation in the last section that there may be in the universe 
races of creatures superior to man in their intellectual and spiritual powers 
and therefore comparable to the angels of tradition is a reasonable one, 
then it is quite possible that some of these superior beings are “fallen an¬ 
gels” and thus comparable to the demons of tradition. We have noted re¬ 
peatedly the risk of creation, and the more powerful the creatures brought 
forth, the greater is the risk and the greater the vulnerability of God’s en¬ 
terprise in creation. 

But even if there are corrupted beings of superhuman power, they 
would seem to have little to do with the demons and evil spirits of tradi¬ 
tional belief. For the latter have been eliminated through the secularization 
of our understanding of nature and the consequent decline of animism. 
The evils once attributed to demons—sickness of body or mind, failure 
of crops, infertility of herds, and so on—are now understood in different 
ways. The once extensive empire of the demons has shrunk away. As 
Frazer wrote, “For ages the army of spirits, once so near, has been reced¬ 
ing further and further from us, banished by the magic wand of science 
from hearth and home, from ruined cell and ivied tower, from haunted 
glade and lonely mere. . . . Only in poets’ dreams is it given to catch a 
glimpse of the last flutter of the standards of the retreating host, to hear 
the beat of their invisible wings, the sound of their mocking laughter.” 41 
Few will regret the disappearance of the demons, for life must have been 
unimaginably oppressive when dark spirits were supposed to be lurking all 
around. 

We should not lose sight of the fact, however, that the demons did rep¬ 
resent in a mythological way some truths about evil which can easily be 
overlooked if we take too superficial a view of the subject. Among these 
truths are: the depth and mystery of evil; the superhuman dimensions of 
evil; its sometimes apparently systemic character; and the fact that a spiri¬ 
tual nature is no safeguard against evil and may indeed issue in the worst 
forms of evil. These matters will come up for discussion in the next chap¬ 
ter, when we explicitly consider the threat of evil to the creation. 


The Golden Bough, pp. 546-547. 
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42. PROVIDENCE 

In the exposition of Christian doctrine, the doctrine of creation is usually- 
followed by a doctrine of providence, which asserts that the same God 
who gave being to the world continues to govern its affairs. In this book, 
however, it is clear that no sharp distinction can be made between cre¬ 
ation and providence, for we did not tie creation to a moment of time at 
the beginning, but rather interpreted the doctrine of creation as meaning 
the dependence of the beings at all times on Being that lets them be. Only 
if creation is thought of as an event in the past is it necessary to bring 
forward a distinct doctrine of providence to establish God’s continuing 
interest in his world and to indicate that he is not a kind of absentee land¬ 
lord who set things going long ago and now leaves the world to its own 
devices. In the present system, the assertion of God’s providence is just 
another way of asserting his constant creating and sustaining energy. 

But it is another way to which we have to pay some attention, for it 
draws attention to a special aspect of divine creativity. Faith in provi¬ 
dence asserts that creativity has a positive character, of which purposeful¬ 
ness in human activities might provide an analogy. Creativity is not just a 
random creativity, or one that might be overcome by dissolution and 
annihilation, or even halted and held steady by these. Rather it is an 
ordered movement into ever fuller and richer kinds of being. Faith in 
providence asserts this definite movement in the creation, an overcoming 
of deficiencies and distortions and a fuller realizing of potentialities. 

Of course, it is not being denied that there are elements of randomness 
in the processes of nature. Perhaps it is only through random collocations 
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and combinations that all the potentialities latent in the fundamental par¬ 
ticles of the physical universe can be explored and realized. In theolo gy 
too we need not suppose that every event that happens and every develop¬ 
ment that takes place is serving some serious purpose of God. In the pro¬ 
fusion of living forms, the psalmist sees a kind of playfulness of the divine 
creativity: “Yonder is the sea, great ancLwide, which teems with things 
innumerable, living things both small and great. There go the ships, and 
Leviathan which thou didst form to sport in it.” 1 But all is not random¬ 
ness and play, or we could make no sense of it. Randomness and play 
occur in a context of order. 

When we consider the course of events in nature, we can distinguish 
three kinds of happening^ First,.there is, as we have said, an element of ran¬ 
domness; some things seem to happen by sheer chance, and this tychastic 
type of happening is, we are told by modern physicists, typical of the tiny 
particles out of which matter is constituted. Second, there is an element 
of necessity; at the level of those macroscopic events which we perceive 
going on around us, there is a reliable regularity. Third, however much 
we may have moved away from an animistic way of looking at the world, 
there are some features of the process which seem analogous to what we 
know as free purposive behavior in our own experience, and these may 
lead us to suppose that the universe has some goal or some general direc¬ 
tion. If theologians have been too ready to stress what seemed to chemjike 
purpose—and it is generally admitted that they have been too ready— 
then some scientists and philosophers have been too ready to attribute 
everything to chance. Actually one might argue that it is more reasonable 
to appeal to the higher principle (purpose) than to the lower (chance) as 
a clue to the character of the universe, seeing that the universe has brought 
forth purposive beings; and one could argue further that if creation is the 
open, unfinished process which we described in the last chapter, then 
one would expect to find evidences of untidiness and loose ends, of chance 
and necessity, alongside whatever one might claim to discern of purpose. 
But it is impossible to prove conclusively either that the universe is mov¬ 
ing to some goal or that its present and future states depend only on 
chance. 

Belief in providence is not a speculative hypothesis founded on large- 
scale observation of nature and history. As far as nature is concerned, 
although one can observe evolution, there is also devolution, and—as has 
been conceded in our discussion of natural theology—the picture that the 
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world presents is an ambiguous one. What were once taken to be evi¬ 
dences of teleology and perhaps even of a divine beneficence are now for- 

the most part satisfvingly explained by science in other ways, and nature 
hardly offers convincing evidence for even a general providence*, to say 
nothing of one that might be supposed to concern itself with particular 
existences. History is just as ambiguous as nature. Here also we have al¬ 
ready forsworn any ambition to construct a metaphysic of history in the 
style of St. Augustine or Hegel . 2 Our knowledge of history is far too 
fragmentary to permit anything of the sort. About most of man’s long 
sojourn on earth (so-called prehistory) we know practically nothing, and 
even about the very recent period of the past five thousand years or so 
that have emerged into the light of recorded history, we know only a 
fraction. On this basis, it would be impossible to pretend to trace some 
grand scheme in history. The “sacred” history recorded in the Bible is 
jtself only a tiny fragment, and cannot be used to construct a metaphysic 
of history, although it may be illuminative and interpretative in other 
ways. Moreover, the fragments that we do see are as ambiguous as the 
events of nature, and he would be indeed a bold optimist who would 
claim that he could see in them the working out of a providential scheme. 

Belief in providence, like belief in creation itself, is founded existen¬ 
tially. It is through happenings that increase and strengthen our being— 
"that do so not because of our own efforts primarily, but sometimes even 
in spite of our own efforts—that we come to believe in providence; and 
we do so because in these happenings we have become aware of the pres¬ 
ence of Being, acting on us and in us, and giving itself to us. Historically, 
it has been through classic happenings of this kind, such as Israel’s exodus 
from Egypt and the cross of Christ, that communities of faith have come 
to believe in God’s providential dealing. In the case of most individuals, 
they have probably learned the doctrine first in the community of faith 
and then confirmed it in their own experience. This existential or personal 
basis of the belief in providence prevents us from regarding it as a mere 
mechanical pro cess . _ 

Let us consider the foundations of the belief in greater detail. We can 
see how such a belief, originating existentially, may become extended into 
a conviction of God’s government of the universe, though not as a meta¬ 
physical speculation but rather as an act of faith. In the Bible, perhaps 
the clearest and earliest statement of a belief in providence occurs in 
the story of Joseph. As so often occurs in such cases, Joseph’s story 




2 See above, p. 25. 





2^2 (PART TWO: SYMBOLIC THEOLOGY 


points to events which in spite of the intention of the human agents have 
turned out for good. His brothers had sold him into slavery, but as a 
result he had been able to save his whole clan; and Joseph concludes, “So 
it was not you who sent me here, but God.” Joseph’s claim that there 
is a divine overruling of events may seem too naively individualistic, since 
he appeals to his own personal history as the ground for this belief. But 
presumably Joseph—or the writer who tells his story—set the personal 
history within the wider history of the community, and this too was in¬ 
terpreted in providential terms. The Hebrews understood their history 
as the working out of a destiny to which God had called Abraham and 
his descendants. God was supposed to have made a covenant with his 
people, and their history is interpreted in terms of the covenant relation¬ 
ship, God remaining faithful, renewing the covenant and guiding the peo¬ 
ple toward their destiny even when they have fallen away from it. Then 
the prophets extend the idea of God’s providential guidance outside of 
the covenanted community. The Persian king Cyrus, for instance, is ac¬ 
tually called the Lord’s “anointed one,” and the “shepherd” who will 
“fulfill the purpose” of God . 3 4 Yet a further step is taken, as we have al¬ 
ready seen , 5 when in the later and more sophisticated creation story of 
Genesis, God’s providential control is regarded as extending to nature, 
for many Old Testament scholars hold that this particular account of 
creation was made possible by the prophetic belief in God’s rule in his¬ 
tory. Thus we can see how there is a continuity all the way from an in¬ 
dividual conviction that God’s grace has been experienced in the events 
of a personal life to the belief in God’s providential rule over both history 
and nature. The belief is existentially based throughout, and never be¬ 
comes a speculative hypothesis grounded on a theory of history or of na¬ 
ture. However, a time might come when the belief would be brought 
into confrontation with the evidences of nature and history, and perhaps 
an attempt made to find confirmation for it in these evidences, or—be¬ 
cause the evidences are so ambiguous—an attempt made to justify the 
belief in the face of facts that appear to conflict with it (the so-called 
“problem of evil”). 

But leaving aside these questions for the moment, let us consider again 
the belief that emerges from the existential awareness of God’s presence 
and activity in life stories, in histories, or even in nature. The content of this 

3 Gen. 45:8. 

4 Isa. 45:1, 44:28. 

5 See above, p. 224. 
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belief, as has been said already, is that Being overcomes the nothing into 
which it has gone in creation; that although creation implies risk, never¬ 
theless the movement is toward realization of potentialities-of-being, and 
the overcoming of dissolution, frustration, annihilation. Since the actual 
picture is always, it would seem, an ambiguous one, the belief in provi¬ 
dence has to be held often in the face of facts that appear to contradict it. 

It is by no means obvious that “in everything God works for good,” c 

but then this was not obvious to St. Paul who wrote these words. It has to 

— -- , • 

be insisted again that this doctrine begins as an act of faith and hope, an 
attitude to life; it does not begin as a speculation about the world, and 
certainly not a speculation that can be thought up in the study away from 
the actual conflicts and decisions of life. 

v - _ . . X 

But is this equivalent to an admission that a belief in providence is just 
an emotional attitude, a kind of whistling to keep our courage up? Two 
replies can be made to this objection. The first is to remind ourselves of 
all that has been said in the earlier part of this book on the relation of 
feeling and understanding; an existential attitude is not just some subjec¬ 
tive emotional frame of mind, but_is also a way of understanding the 
world and one’s existence in it, even if this understanding has not, in many 
cases, been made explicit in words. The second point is to acknowledge 
frankly that when this understanding has been brought to explicit expres¬ 
sion, then it must be subjected to every test we can devise; and again we 
may refer back to the early parts of the book, where it was insisted that 
although a faith must be existentially founded, it must also be a reasonable 
faith—not one that could be rationally demonstrated (for this would be 
no faith) but one that can be reasonably defended. Actually^^vejLitQin 
Old Testament times, those who have believed in providence have been /fO 

well aware of the evidences that count against such a belief, or seem to , 
count against it, and have tried to come to grips with the problem these 
evidences present. 

It should also be said that the belief in providence that is developed in the 
Bible is a mature and adult belief. It is very far from a groundless opti¬ 
mism (this is more characteristic of humanism) or any infantile belief that 
the universe ought to be ordered to fit in with one’s own ego-centered 
desires and ambitions. The Hebrew prophets’ belief in providence was not 
just a belief in divine favors, or a belief that everything must turn out 
well for Israel in the end. It was belief in an ordering of history by a God 
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who is holy and righteous as well as merciful, so that his providence might 
be experienced as a discipline, and indeed the prophets have as much to 
say about God’s judgment of Israel as about his favor. A m ature belief in 
providence must hold together all the “attributes” that we have seen to 
belong to God , 7 so that there is always more than one side to the experi¬ 
ence of God’s providence. The same act discloses both his favor and his 
judgment, both his “wrath” and his grace. Yet this is not to say that provi¬ 
dence is a vague blanket idea that could cover anything that might happen. 
Such an idea would be so thin in content as to be valueless. Th e belief in 
providence does assert a direction in events, a direction which we can 
sometimes know as grace as we move with it, sometimes as judgment 
when we go against it; and this direction is toward ever fuller being. 

Vy If one did not think of the idea of providence in this dialectical way, 
but thought of it purely as divine favor, then not only would this be an 
infantile belief and one that for most people might seem to have little 
evidential support, it could also be a morally dangerous belief. An i n- 
dividual or a nation that has become seized of the idea pf enjoying a 
special divine favor and of being appointed to a divine destiny can become 
utterly overwhelming and tyrannous toward others. The biblical and 
Christian conception of providence keeps well clear of such error, though 
some who have claimed to be in the biblical and Christian tradition have 
fallen into it and turned out to be mere fanatics. Here again it is important 
to remind ourselves that individual religious experience—in this case, ex¬ 
periences of God’s providence—needs to be checked in the light of the 
experience of the whole community of faith, and that even the commu¬ 
nity’s experience at any given time needs to be viewed in the light of the 
whole history of the community and of the revelation on which it was 
founded. Since the Christian community is bound to acclaim the cruci¬ 
fixion of Christ as the supreme manifestation of the divine providence, 
then this is also to assert the dialectical character of God’s providential 
action, and so far as the community and its constituent members abide by 
this, they are safeguarded against a distorted understanding of providence. 

It is clear from the way in which we have developed the notion of 
providence that it is to be distinguished from what is usually called “fate.” 
A belief in fate accepts that whatever happens has been determined in 
advance by some sovereign power, perhaps God, or even some agency 
more ultimate than God. A true fatalism therefore excludes free will, and 
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thus human responsibility. The existential approach to the doctrine of 
providence has already been asserted to keep us from understanding 
providence as merely a mechanical process. It may now be asserted further 
that it keeps us from understanding providence in fatalistic terms. Our 
thought has rather been that in its highest manifestations providence en¬ 
lists free cooperation of responsible crcaturcly beings. 

The dangc^of confusing providence with fate arises when a belief 
that begins as an existential conviction is projected into the world of 
objects as a metaphysical system, and then it must be understood as a 
system in which all happenings are rigidly determined in advance. The 
danger may be seen very clearly in Calvin’s doctrine of providence, and 
this is a further warning of so stressing the difference between God and 
man in an attempt to uphold God’s glory and sovereignty, that in fact 
the relation between them is debased to the subpersonal level where man 
is little more than a puppet and God too has been degraded to the one 
who pulls the strings. 

Calvin rightly maintains that providence is not a mere foreknowledge 
or prevision; the doctrine of providence is important only if God actively 
has a part in bringing events about, and “his providence extends not less 
to the hand than to the eye.” 8 But Calvin goes on to make it clear that he 
does not think of this as only a general control or direction over events. 
It is a direct act of governing which regulates every single happening. “It 
is certain,” he maintains, “that not a drop of rain falls without the express 
command of God.” More seriously still, he asserts that even human actions 
(including bad actions) merely carry out what God has previously de¬ 
termined. According to Calvin, “men do nothing save at the secret insti¬ 
gation of God, and do not discuss or deliberate on anything but what he 
has previously decreed with himself, and brings to pass by his secret 
directions.” 9 If this were indeed the case, it would make utter nonsense 
of any belief in human responsibility. 

In spite of the protestations of some of his admirers, Calvin’s view must 
be rejected as unworthy not only of man but of God as Christians under¬ 
stand him, for God is not exalted but debased by being turned into the 
author of fate. We shall have to criticize Calvin’s tendency toward fatal¬ 
ism again in connection with the doctrine of election. But meantime we 
may notice that he is not entirely consistent in expounding the doctrine 
of providence, and in answering some objections, he makes a remark 

8 Institutes of the Christian Religion, I, xvi, 4. 

9 Op. cit., I, xviii, 1. 
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which moves toward a more existential way of taking the doctrine and 
cases the rigor of some of his statements. He argues that the divine gov¬ 
ernment does not rule out “second” causes, nor yet does it deprive men 
of freedom to choose, for “he who has fixed the boundaries of our life 
has at the same time entrusted us with the care of it, provided us with 
the means of preserving it, forewarned us of the dangers to which we are 
exposed, and supplied cautions and remedies that we may not be over¬ 
whelmed unawares.” 10 

It is along such lines that one would have to answer the charge that 
a belief in providence contradicts belief in our own freedom and respon¬ 
sibility. A11 existential-ontological interpretation of the doctrine thinks 
of providence as much more flexible than a deterministic scheme, and it 
would find more truth in Calvin’s modification of his teaching than in the 
core of the teaching itself. Man docs have freedom and responsibility, but 
this is always factical and limited; or to come nearer to Calvin’s actual 
w r ords, we arc “entrusted” with the responsibility for existence, yet Being 
(or God) who has entrusted us with our being has also “fixed the bound¬ 
aries of our life.” Whatever man does, he can never break through these 
boundaries or reverse the trend of creation, which goes from nothing to¬ 
ward fuller being. Whatever analogies one might use here would be inade¬ 
quate in some respect or other. One could think of a kind of self-righting 
mechanism, but this would be to make providence precisely into the me¬ 
chanical process which, on an existential interpretation, we have tried to 
avoid making it. The analogy of a strong chess player who, whatever 
move his opponent will make, can still bring the game around to the way 
he intends it to go, is perhaps slightly better. But then, someone may ask, 
what about this risk of which so much has been said at various points in 
the exposition? Is the risk of creation not a genuine risk at all, because 
Being is bound to triumph over the nullity into which it goes in the work 
of creation? 

These questions already point us to what is a more serious challenge 
to belief in providence and indeed to the entire faith in God as holy Being 
than the objection already considered, for they open up the problem of 
evil. But before we turn to this problem, we must pay attention to another 
matter which may be considered as a special case of providence—the 
matter of miracles. 


10 Op. cit., I, xvii, 4. 
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43. MIRACLES 

In a minimal sense, a miracle is an event that excites wonder. Certainly 
every event that might be called a “miracle” would do this, and there must 
be many such events, but it is evident that in a religious context the word 
“miracle” carries more than just this minimal sense. It is believed that God 
is in the event in some special way, that he is the author of it, and intends 
to achieve some special end by it. 

In theology therefore a miracle is understood not just as a happening 
that excites wonder but as an “act” of God. Such an act may be a vehicle 
for revelation or for grace or for judgment or for all of these together. 
Thus we could say that a miracle is a providential act, in line with what 
has already been said about providence. While presumably all happenings 
can be somehow related to the divine providence, since God is present and 
active in the whole world-process, it is clear that some happenings count 
for more than others, or are more important or significant than others. 
Even if all events belong within a continuous series, some stand out within 
the series as critical moments in its unfolding. So it is not very helpful 
to say, as did some nineteenth-century idealist philosophers and theolo¬ 
gians, that everything is miracle. They said this because they wanted to 
get away from the idea of sporadic interventions by a God standing out¬ 
side of the world; but since they also wished to stress God’s presence in 
every event of the world because of his immanence in the universal pro¬ 
cess, they preferred to say that everything is miracle rather than that 
nothing is. However, if everything can be called “miracle,” the word has 
been generalized to the point where it has been virtually devoided of con¬ 
tent. We have to see whether we can find a satisfactory way of describing 
what it is that makes a miracle stand out as some distinctive event. 

Here we come up against the traditional view that a miracle has its 
distinctiveness because it is an event which breaks into the order of nature. 
By this it is meant that the so-called “laws” or regular procedures of na¬ 
ture are on some occasions suspended, so that miraculous events take place 
without “natural” causes and as the consequence of “supernatural” agency; 
or, in some accounts of the matter, there is added to the natural causes 
operating in a given situation a supernatural cause, and the result produced 
is other than it would have been, had only the natural causes been at 
work. 

It is this traditional account of the distinctiveness of miracle that makes 
the conception very difficult for modern minds, and might even suggest 
to the theologian that “miracle” is a discredited and outmoded word that 
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ought to be banished from his vocabulary. Tta way of under standing 
miracle that appeals to breaks in the natural order and to super natural 
interventions belongs to the mythological outlook 11 and cannot comm end^ 
jtself in a post-mythological climate of thought. 

The traditional conception of miracle is irreconcilable with our modern 
understanding of both science and history. Science proceeds on the as¬ 
sumption that whatever events occur in the world can be accounted for 
in terms of other events that also belong within the world; and if on some 
occasions we are unable to give a complete account of some happening 
—and presumably all our accounts fall short of completeness—the scien¬ 
tific conviction is that further research will bring to light further factors 
in the situation, but factors that will turn out to be just as immanent and 
this-worldly as those already known. The historian likewise explicates 
events in terms of other events that belong to the same series. Erns t 
Troeltsc h spoke of “analogy” and “correlation” as two basic principles o f 
historical method. By the first, he meant that the historian c an r e cognize 
as historical events only happenings analogous to those that occur in our 
own experience; and by the second, that all events belong within the 
context of an immanent process... 

Sometimes indeed one hears protests against these attitudes. We are 
told that science does not imply rigid determinism, and perhaps an appeal 
is made to the “uncertainty” principle of modern quantum dynamics. But 
this has nothing whatever to do with the question of supernatural inter¬ 
vention, or of miracle as such an intervention. We may be told also that 
Troeltsch’s view of history was too much dominated by scientific models 
and was too little existential. But actually Troeltsch was perfectly aware 
of the difference between natural science and historical science, and be¬ 
tween what he called the “causality” of natural and of historical events. 
Whether or not they get explicitly formulated, the scientific and historical 
attitudes that look for explications in terms of immanent factors are in 
fact part of the modern outlook that molds our thinking for most of our 
waking life, and there is no reason why we should put it aside from time 
to time so that we can give recognition to miracles, understood as super¬ 
natural irruptions into the natural order. 

It is true of course that there may be problematic events the factual 
occurrence of which is well attested, yet which have not been accounted 
for in terms of immanent causal factors. As an illustration, one may men¬ 
tion stories of miraculous healings. That healings of the kind recorded 


11 See above, pp. 231-232. 
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in the New Testament have in fact occurred seems probable—much more 
probable, one must say, than that so-called “nature” miracles took place. 
The reason for our assigning the healing miracles this higher degree of 
probability is that the same kind of events are reported today from 
Lourdes and elsewhere, so that our judgment rests on an implicit accept¬ 
ance of Troeltsch’s principle of analogy. But we should note that we can¬ 
not affirm any more than that these events are problematical. We cannot, 
in our present state of knowledge concerning nature or man, explain how 
these events come about. This does not for a moment entitle us to say that 
there must have been the irruption of a supernatural agency. Rather, we 
have a duty to struggle against any mythological explanation and try 
harder to find an explanation in terms of this-worldly factors. The event 
may still be regarded as a miracle in the sense of an event that excites 
wonder and in which God’s presence and activity become known; but 
this is quite independent of any attempt to represent the event as a super¬ 
natural intervention—an attempt which in any case would probably be 
eventually superseded by a “natural” explanation as our knowledge of 
man and nature sot extended. 

If miracle in the sense of supernatural intervention is irreconcilable with 
science a nd history, it is also objectionable theologically. It is objection¬ 
able because it goes back to a mythological outlook and expects God to 
Thanifest himself and prove himself in some extraordinary sensible phe¬ 
nomena. While the early Christian writers used many arguments to estab¬ 
lish the claims of their faith, and some of these arguments seem strange to 
us, most of these writers wisely avoided putting too much weight on any 
appeal to miracles reportedly done by Jesus. In this, they were following 
his own teaching and example. One of his temptations is said to have been 
to throw himself down from the pinnacle of the temple and so, presum¬ 
ably', convince the people by a spectacular display in which he would be 
saved from harm by angelic intervention . 12 He firmly rejects any ap¬ 
proach to his ministry that would involve this kind of marvel and magic. 
He condemns the kind of mentality that looks for such “signs.” 13 More¬ 
over, he points out that such signs will not convince anyone in whom 
more sober approaches have failed to awaken faith: “If they do not hear 
Moses and the prophets, neither will they be convinced if someone should 
rise from the dead.” 14 They would not be convinced because the true 
meaning of a miracle does not lie in some extraordinary publicly observ- 


12 Luke 4:9-12. 
33 Matt. 12:39. 
14 Luke 16:31. 
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able event, but in God’s presence and self-manifestation in the event. 
This is not something publicly observable, nor is it something that re¬ 
quire s some prodigy, or breach in nature, for its occu rrence. What is 
distinctive about miracle is God’s presence and self-manifestation in the 
event. The mythological way of thinking tried to express this distinctive¬ 
ness by making the event itself something magical or supernatural, di¬ 
vorced from the natural sequence of events; but in doing this, it shifted at¬ 
tention away from the essence of miracle (the divine presence and self¬ 
manifestation) to the discredited and mistaken idea of miracle as a magic 
sign. Actually, if we look at stories of miracles and see how these stories 
have developed, we can sometimes see how some natural event which was 
indeed a miracle, a vehicle for God’s action, gets transformed into a super¬ 
natural event as the story is embroidered by legends. The inflation of the 
natural event into the spectacular sign is the way by which the mytholog¬ 
ical mentality seeks to express the distinctiveness and significance of the 
event for religious faith. But God’s acting or his presence cannot be 
proved by publicly observable events, and the attempt to transform the 
miracle into a public prodigy ends up by obscuring and discrediting the 
genuine miracle, understood as revelatory event. 

Miracle, like providence and revelation, has the character of ambiguity. 
From one point of view, the event is seen as a perfectly ordinary event; 
from another point of view, it is an event that opens up Being and be¬ 
comes a vehicle for Being’s revelation or grace or judgment or address. 
There is no public, universally observable character that attests a miracle 
as such. But does this mean then that the event is a miracle only in some¬ 
one’s subjective apprehension of it? And is the designation of the event 
as “miracle” just an arbitrary label stuck upon it by someone who hap¬ 
pens to have been deeply impressed by it? The same kind of questions 
arise here as arose earlier in our discussion of revelation. We shall try to 
answer them by examining an actual miracle. 

The example chosen is the crossing of the Red Sea by the people of 
Israel, a miracle that impressed itself so deeply upon the mind of the peo¬ 
ple that they always looked back to it as God’s great providential act on 
their behalf and indeed as the very foundation of their existence as a com¬ 
munity. As is well known, the account 15 as we now have it is put together 
from various sources. Scholars differ over the details of how these sources 
are to be disentangled, but the broad outlines are clear enough. According 


15 Exod. 14:5-31. 
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to the older version, we can visualize an incident which can be understood 
as perfectly “natural” in the sense that it does not involve any happenings 
that would contradict our ordinary experience of natural phenomena. In 
this account, the Israelites were already encamped by the shore, and the 
Egyptians were in pursuit. The combination of a strong wind with a low 
tide enabled the Israelites to get across. The Egyptians tried to follow, but 
their chariots got stuck in the sand and they were caught by the incoming 
tide. The later version transforms the story into a “supernatural” event 
by introducing magical elements. Moses stretches his rod over the sea, 
the waters divide and stand like walls on both sides. The Israelites go 
through, and the Egyptians foolishly attempt to follow and are over¬ 
whelmed by the water as it falls back down upon them. 

The first version of the story, as has been said, describes what can be 
regarded as an ordinary natural event, and anyone who is determined to 
regard it as this and nothing more would say that the whole thing was 
just a lucky coincidence for the Israelites and that only their superstitious 
outlook led them to see it as God’s act of deliverance. The second version 
may be regarded as the mythological way of trying to express the wonder 
which Israel had experienced in face of the event, and the meaning which 
they attached to it as an act of God. By representing the event as super¬ 
natural or magical—Moses waves his wand and the waters divide and 
stand up like walls—this version certainly succeeds in pointing to the dis¬ 
tinctiveness of the event, but like all mythology it obscures the real sig¬ 
nificance of the event by objectifying the divine act in terms of sensible 
phenomena, whereas this significance is really God’s grace and judgment 
experienced by the people in an event which, though dramatic and memo¬ 
rable, was nevertheless (as we may suppose) perfectly natural. 

For the understanding of a miracle such as the crossing of the Red Sea, 
we must recall all that was said in connection with such matters as revela¬ 
tion and symbols. Just as.every event could be potentially a revelatory 
event, and yet there is, properly speaking, no “general revelation” but 
particular concrete occasions when events take on a revelatory dimen¬ 
sion; and just as everything that is could be a symbol of Being because it 
is in virtue of the presence of Being, and yet in fact some entities function 
as symbols and others do not, while among those that function in this way, 
some do so more adequately than others; so every event, in so far as it is 
embraced within the divine providence, can be understood as potentially 
an event manifesting God’s action, yet some particular concrete events 
stand out in a special wav in the experiencesof individuals or communities 
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as vehicles of the divine action, and such events are miracles. Equally with 
all other events, these can be seen as natural happenings; yet to the person 
or community addressed in and through them, they arc vehicles of God’s 
grace or revelation or judgment. 

Let me here introduce the notion of “focusing” as a useful idea for 
explicating miracles, and an idea of which we shall have occasion to make 
further use later. God’s presence and activity are everywhere and always; 
yet we experience these intensely in particular concrete happenings, in 
which, as it were, they have been focused. As was s aid before, there is 
little point in talking of everything as miracle. We need not however 
try to detach any event from the natural series within which it belongs in 
order for that event to be experienced as a focus of divine action, that is 
to say, as a miracle. 

But we must come back to the question whether this account of 
miracle has not entirely subjectivized the matter and made the designation 
of any event as a miracle a quite arbitrary matter. Let us remin d ourselve s 
again that even if one were to claim some p ublicly o bservable characte r- 
istics in a miracle (such as a suspension of the regular operation of natural 
process), this would not establish a divine act, for this could not be de- 
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tected by any empirical test. But even when we reject some publicly 
observable anomaly, or magical phenomenon, this does not mean that 
miracle is being understood subjectively. In analogy with the earlier treat¬ 
ment of revelation and symbolism, miracle too has to be understood in 
existential-ontological terms, that is to say, as belonging both to our hu¬ 
man existence and to holy Being that transcends our existence. It is clear 
that miracle has its existential pole. Often, as in the crossing of the Red 
Sea, miracle occurs in what Jaspers has called the “limit-situation.” This is 
the situation where all superficial supports and interpretations have been 
stripped away, so that existence is disclosed to itself in a fundame ntal way . 
This makes us ready to notice in events dimensions that normally escape 
us. But these dimensions really belong to the events, and arc not just pro¬ 
jected on them by us in our need. As ^revelation is a movement of Being 
in us, and as symbols are genuinely kin to what they illuminate, so miracle 


is the approach and self-disclosure of Being to us in and with and through 
the focusing event, bringing grace or revelation or judgment as the case 


may be. 

This can no more be proved (or for that matter disprove d) th an revela- 
tion itself, but in both cases one can only ask whether the claim that holy 
Being has drawn near is a reasonable claim or more likely to be an illusion. 
It seems to me to get strong support from the fact that the miracle is also 
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ary interpretative event, in the light of which experience as a whole re¬ 
ceives a coherent meaning. The miracle focuses the presence and action 
that unde rlies the whole and makes sense of the whole. The miracle is, 
moreover , not an isolated occasion, for the same presence and the same 
grace (or judgment) announce themselves in other events. The crossing 
of the Red Sea was a major focus in the experience of Israel, but around 
this focus their continuing history was understood in terms of the same 
divine acting, and their faith was confirmed because at all kinds of lesser 
foci in the national experience God’s presence was known again in grace 
or judgment, and a total experience was built up that made sense and 
strengthened existence and selfhood and community. 

In the Christian faith, the supreme miracle is the incarnation. From one 
point of view, Jesus represented simply another human life, the life of a 
turbulent innovator in the eyes of most who saw him. But to the disciples, 
this life was the focusing of the presence and action of God. Faith per=- 
ceived the dimension which is not publicly observable, and could not be. 
“Was this leap of faith just an arbitrary leap, or could it be reasonably de¬ 
fended? Certainly, it could neither be proved nor disproved by any ob¬ 
servation or argument. But it is confirmed in the community’s subsequent 
life of faith, where the miracle of incarnation interprets the community’s 
existence, lends meaning to it, strengthens its being. And again, the miracle 
does not remain isolated but is confirmed in a whole series of “miracles,” 
foci of the divine presence and acting. These happen in the life and ex¬ 
periences of the community of faith, continually leading it into fuller 
being, thereby showing that they have no illusory character. The sacra¬ 
ments, for instance, are such foci. Talk of the “miracle of the mass” is not 
just superstitious talk but points to the focusing of the divine presence in 
the eucharist. Another example is afforded by the lives of the saints. Men 
have attributed “miracles” to them, and this may often have been in the 
mythological way of ascribing public marvels to them. But this need not 
obscure the genuine sense in which sainthood is the focusing in a human 
life of the divine presence. Mira cle is not magic, but the focusing of holy 
Being’s presence and action amid the events, things, and persons of the 
world, and this has the highest reality. 


44. NATURAL EVIL 

We must now return to the problem that was raised at the end of the 
section on providence—the problem of evil. Can one really believe in 
providence in a universe that seems to include so much that is evil? Can 
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one really find the focus of illumination in events taken to be miracles, 
or are not these events just lucky accidents? Even if we acknowledge 
God, are we really allowing for the “risk” of creation if we hold to a 
doctrine of providence and claim that God is good and that his goodness 
will eventually triumph? Is the truth of the matter perhaps that we are 
determined to believe in God and his goodness and providence, and that, 
whatever happens, we will go on believing? Thus we allow nothing to 
falsify such a belief, and whatever happens that seems to count against it 
is explained away as not “really” contradicting our faith. Contemporary 
philosophers are not slow to point out that a belief that can be held no 
matter what happens, and that is compatible with any state of affairs, is 
a pretty jejune belief, and would seem to assert nothing of importance. 

With such questions in mind, we must face the problem of evil, and 
first we are going to consider “natural” evil. Whether indeed any kind 
of evil should be called “natural” is doubtful, but the expression is com¬ 
monly used and is useful as a way of designating that kind of evil which 
is not attributable to human agency but arises from natural factors. Ex¬ 
amples would be earthquakes, storms, famine, disease, and the like. Never¬ 
theless, it would seem that in judging these to be evil, there is reference to 
some human suffering as a consequence of them. For this reason, it seemed 
doubtful if it is proper to speak of a purely “natural” evil. It is true of 
course that there is also a vast amount of animal suffering, to say nothing 
of all the waste and frustration that seems to have gone on in the evolution 
of the world, and this might be called “evil” apart from any human in¬ 
volvement in it. 

But are we not departing from our usual existential-ontological method 
in raising the question of natural evil before coming to the evil which 
man himself causes? In the themes with which we have dealt up till now, 
we have begun from the existential level, and then proceeded reductively 
to consider those levels which we can know only from the outside. Are 
we justified in taking a different approach here? 

We are, and the reason is that evil is not a positive phenomenon which 
could be considered in its “higher” manifestations before we turned to 
its “lower” forms. We have reversed our procedure precisely because evil 
is a reversal of the positive, affirmative tendency toward being, a reversal 
of the very creative act of letting-be. Thus evil has no place in the 
hierarchy of beings, and there is no “higher” evil that manifests more 
being as distinct from a “lower” evil that manifests less. Evil is essentially 
negative and destructive, and thus the enemy of beings. But there are in- 
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deed evils that are more terrible than others because they bring greater 
destruction, not only quantitatively but also qualitatively. Thus we can 
talk about the greater or the lesser of two evils, but this does not mean 
that one of them is any more positive or has more being than the other, 
for the so-called “greater” evil is simply the one that devastates more 
beings or beings that stand higher in the hierarchy of beings. 

In denying to evil any kind of positive being of its own, we likewise 
turn away from any ultimate dualism. There is a dualism of sorts between 
Being and nothing, but not an ultimate dualism, since we do not have two 
positive principles opposed to each other. Since the Christian faith rejects 
an ultimate dualism, as we have seen in sketching the typology of reli¬ 
gions, then it would seem that a Christian view of evil must represent it 
as negation, as privatio boni. This is the view to which St. Augustine came 
after having passed through a Manichaean phase in which he had accepted 
that evil expresses a distinct will in the universe, contrary to that of God; 
but the negative character of evil had already been succinctly expressed 
by Christian writers, notably by St. Athanasius, who wrote: “What is evil 
is not, but what is good is.” 1G To understand this statement, however, we 
have to set it in the context of St. Athanasius’ view of creation. Evil is not 
simply to be identified with nothing or what is not, for presumably this 
nothing is neutral and without any characteristics at all, either good or 
evil. As St. Athanasius understands the matter, evil is rather “lapsing into 
nothing” or “ceasing to be” (both of these expressions translate his word 
<f> 06 pa ) which is a standing threat to all created beings. These beings have 
been created out of nothing, and it is possible for them to slip back into 
nothing or to advance into the potentialities for being which belong to 
them. Evil is this slipping back toward nothing, a reversal and defeat of 
the creative process. >. ♦ e..< < < * 'Sa c * 
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I have earlier maintained that creation involves risk, and the time has 
come to look at this more closely. In creation, God gives being, and he 
gives it to the plurality of particular beings. But what constitutes a par¬ 
ticular or finite being is just that it is determinate; and whatever is deter¬ 
minate is what it is just in so far as it is not anything else. To have any 
determinate character is to be without some other characters. Hence cre¬ 
ation may be considered as the going out of Being into nothing and the ac¬ 
ceptance by Being of the limitations of determinate characteristics. All this 
makes possible the expression of Being in a richly diversified community 


1(5 De Incamatione, iv, 5. 
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of beings that would utterly transcend in value and interest what we can 
only visualize as a hypothetical limiting case, namely, a purely undifferen¬ 
tiated primal Being. But this creative process inevitably involves risk. 
There is a genuine self-giving of Being. We have already seen that this 
imposes a self-limitation on God, when we discussed the problem of his 
omnipotence . 17 But more than this, it means that God risks himself, so to 
speak, with the nothing; he opens himself and pours himself out into noth¬ 
ing. His very essence is to let be, to confer being. He lets be by giving 
himself, for he is Being; and in giving himself in this way, he places him¬ 
self in jeopardy, for he takes the risk that Being may be dissolved in noth¬ 
ing. Did Bonhoeffer have something like this in mind when he talked 
about the “weakness” of God, the God who manifests himself in the cru¬ 
cified Christ as placing himself at the mercy of the world? 18 One would 
have to say, however, that this weakness of God is his strength. We have 
seen that a God who securely hoarded his being would be no God, and 
perhaps nothing at all. Only the God who does confer being and so goes 
out from himself into creation and into the risks of finite being that is 
bounded by nothing—only this God is holy Being and lays claim to our 
worship and allegiance. Only this God is a God of love, for love is pre¬ 
cisely his self-giving and letting-be. 

The more love (letting-be) exposes itself in risk, the more it accom¬ 
plishes in conferring being and, indeed, in calling the beings out of noth¬ 
ing. So we may believe that even where God appears in weakness—or 
better, precisely there—he also manifests his invincible power. We may 
believe that God is good, and that his providence works to advance the 
conquest of nothing by Being. But such a belief does not deny that the 
risk is a real one, or, above all, that the whole activity of God, in creation, 
reconciliation, and consummation, is a costly activity. We have seen that 
the simile of the sun and its rays, as used by exponents of theories of 
emanation, has only a very limited application within a Christian context. 
Yet perhaps one aspect of this application is this, that just as the sun warms 
and enlivens the earth by burning up its own substance, so it must be at 
real cost to himself that God creates, reconciles, consummates. Such, at 
any rate, would seem to be implied in any understanding of God that 
looks to the cross of Christ for the center of revelation. The simile must 
not be pushed too far; the sun will eventually burn out, we suppose, but 
we believe that God’s resources are not limited, and that he will go on 

17 See above, pp. 205-206. 

18 Letters and Papers from Prison, p. 164. 
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spending himself in love as he builds up his unimaginably rich common¬ 
wealth of beings. 

Yet this faith in providence and in the steady overcoming of nega¬ 
tivity by positive beingness, as implied in the belief in providence, has to 
be held along with a belief in God’s self-spending. If the risk is real and 
the cost is real, there must be a tragic element in the whole creative pro¬ 
cess. That there is such a tragic element is surely obvious from the am¬ 
biguous character of the world. If anyone sees phenomena which he takes 
to be evidences for teleology, someone else can point to clear evidences 
for dysteleology. There are few more ingeniously contrived life cycles (if 
one may so speak) than that of the parasitic organism that causes malaria; 
but if this is “design,” it is evil design—evil in the sense defined above, for 
a low form of being, a mere unthinking speck of living matter, causes 
distress and destruction in qualitatively higher beings. Again, the process 
of evolution on the earth’s surface looks more like a groping procedure of 
trial and error, with fantastic waste, than like the carrying through of a 
preconceived plan. Actually, no amount of empirical generalization could 
ever conclusively establish either the theistic (providential) or the atheis¬ 
tic (tychastic) view of the world. The evidence is too conflicting. Belief 
in providence, as we have seen, is existentially rooted in the experiences of 
God’s acting in specific individual or communal histories, in miracle and 
revelatory act, and from such experiences grows the wider belief in the 
divine government of natural process and the tendency for good (what is) 
to overcome evil (what is not). This is not a hypothetical belief to be at¬ 
tained by weighing empirical evidences, but an act of faith based on what 
are accepted as valid experiences of God’s acting. 

But this faith, if it is to be consistently held in the face of the con¬ 
flicting evidences, must be shown to be a reasonable faith. The account 
already given of Being’s self-giving and of its going out into the nothing 
in the risk of creation is meant to show the reasonableness of the belief. 
Though the final outcome of the process may be assured, there must be 
many a reverse and many a detour along the way. This tragic element, as 
we called it, would seem to be inseparable from the creation of particular 
beings which, being determinate, are bounded by negativity. Hence some 
kind of “cosmic fall” seems to be inherent in the very notion of creation, 
and some kind of natural evil seems to be necessary. Yet since the creation 
is “very good,” in the sense that it must utterly transcend in worth and 
interest any undifferentiated being, the risk has to be taken, and there 
could be no “God” (holy Being) without it. 
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When the expression “tragic” is used, or when it is asserted that “some 
kind of natural evil seems to be necessary,” this is not meant to say that 
there is some kind of fate, perhaps more ultimate than God, which decrees 
that the world should have a tragic character and that evil should afflict 
it. Such a supposition would be utterly impossible for us, because God 
has been identified with Being, and there can “be” nothing more ultimate 
than Being. The talk of tragedy and of the necessity of natural evil is to 
be differently interpreted. It sees this natural evil as an inevitable ac¬ 
companiment in the creation of a universe of particular beings. It is not 
a fate imposed but a risk taken, and justified by the incomparable worth 
of the end. 

This may look something like traditional “instrumental” views of evil, 
and indeed it has something in common with them, though not coin¬ 
ciding with them. Needless to sav, wc reject the view that natural evil is 
to be understood as an instrument of God’s justice, whereby he punishes 

the wicked. This ancient and tenacious belief is already shown to be in- 

✓ 

adequate in the Old Testament drama of Job, and it is explicitly rejected 
by Jesus, as when he states that the eighteen people killed by the falling of 
a tower were not struck down because they were worse than other peo¬ 
ple . 19 There is more to be said for the view that natural evil can be under¬ 
stood as an instrument of God’s education of the human race, for it surely 
is true that in a universe where no one could suffer or get hurt, there 
would not be possible any development in depth of character or of per¬ 
sonal relations; or, to put the matter in another way, without the threat of 
nullity and frustration, there could be little development of selfhood. Yet 
even when one allows for this educative instrumentality of natural evil, 
much that seems excessive, wasteful, and just senseless remains. Here I 
think we have simply to acknowledge that these are loose ends that 
are not integrated into the main creative process or into God’s providen¬ 
tial act, side effects, as it were, which arise inevitably and which have to 
be risked. This may seem complacent, or even callous, to the victim of 
such a loose end, but here I think one has got to say also that a final judg¬ 
ment on whether something is just senselessly evil or not could hardly be 
made except in the light of the end. It may be that God is not content to 
leave loose ends as loose ends, but somehow proceeds to gather them up 
too. Creation passes into reconciliation, and reconciliation into consumma¬ 
tion, though in a sense these three are simply aspects or phases of a single 
great movement of Being. We shall come back to this in eschatology. 


19 Luke 13:4-5. 






God, the World, and Evil | 259 

But if there is a problem of natural evil, so that we have to acknowl¬ 
edge what I have called “loose ends” and “side effects” on the level of 
natural processes, surely the problem becomes more acute still when we 
come to the level of existents, beings which have freedom and responsi¬ 
bility. With this, we come to the question of sin. 


4 S. SIN 

The basic existential and ontological structures of man’s being and how 
these can fall into disorder, imbalance, and alienation were discussed at an 
early stage of our argument . 20 Already at that stage the word “sin” was 
introduced to denote this disorder and imbalance, especially in its aspect 
of alienation from Being, though this fundamental alienation cannot be 
isolated from other kinds—alienation from other people, from the world, 
from one’s own selfhood. Furthermore, in the earlier discussion we agreed 
that sin is universal or, in St. Paul’s words, “all have sinned and fall short 
of the glory of God”; 21 and that the consequences of sin are grievously 
disabling in human life, though we stopped short of a doctrine of total 
depravity, for if indeed “the heavenly image in man was effaced,” 22 then 
he would surely have ceased to be man. 

There is no need for us to go over again the ground covered in the 
earlier discussion and what we learned there about the fundamental char¬ 
acteristics of sin. What we must do now is to deepen and enlarge our 
understanding of sin by bringing it into the light of the biblical revela¬ 
tion, as that has been expounded so far. We can now see more clearly 
what sin means, when it is set against the doctrines of God, creation, and 
providence, and indeed, as was already mentioned, the full seriousness of 
sin can only become apparent when we have understood the full potenti¬ 
alities of human existence as created in the image of God. But this last 
point reminds us that even the present account of sin must still be an 
interim one, and that its final seriousness can be seen only when it is set 
against the full revelation in the person and work of Christ. 

Our earlier discussion of the disorder and imbalance of human ex¬ 
istence made contact with the theological conception of sin when it was 
shown that this disorder and imbalance can be understood as alienation 
from Being. But in traditional theological language, this aversio a Deo is 
understood as at the same time a conversio ad creatnram. This means that 

20 Sec above, pp. 68-73. 

21 Rom. 3:23. 

22 Calvin, Institutes, II, i, 5. 
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in his quest for meaning and strengthening of his existence—a quest which 
we have seen to arise out of the very' constitution of existence itself—man 
turns away from Being to the beings (from God to the creatures). Onto- 
logically expressed, this is the “forgetting of Being/’ of which Heidegger 
speaks; theologically expressed, it is idolatry. The basic sin is indeed 
idolatry', the effort to found life upon the beings, perhaps on man himself, 
to understand life and give it meaning in terms of finite entities alone, to 
the exclusion of Being. We call this forgetting of Being “idolatry,” be¬ 
cause the beings have supplanted Being, the creatures have taken over 
God’s place. The only possible result must be a terrible distortion of ex¬ 
istence. St. Paul, speaking of the perversion of man’s life through sin, 
climaxes his argument by pointing to idolatry as the source of the trouble: 
“They exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served 
the creature rather than the Creator.” - :l It was surely no accident but a 
very profound truth about the human condition that caused to be placed 
first among the Ten Commandments the injunction: “You shall have no 
other gods before me!” 24 

Needless to say', idolatry is not just a kind of mistaken belief, a failure 
to understand “how things are.” Like faith, it is an attitude of commit¬ 
ment, and indeed idolatry is a kind of perversion of faith. It has the same 
motivation—the inherent quest for meaning and selfhood. But idolatry can 
lead only to the stunting and distorting of the self, as was indeed seen very 
clearly in the Old Testament . 23 The claim that idolatry is the basic sin is 
confirmed when we consider the various manners in which the idolatrous 
self is distorted or inhibited from growth, and compare them with the 
kinds of imbalance among the polarities of human existence, described 
earlier. Man’s idolizing of himself and his powers leads to the sins of pride, 
which are in the end presumably the most destructive and the most ter¬ 
rible in perverting relations between man and man. Again with astonishing 
insight, the Old Testament plainly saw that the aspiration to be gods 
operates very widely with men; so it was both in the story of the fall and 
in that of the tower of Babel . 20 But this temptation for man to idolize 
himself and become his own God has reached overwhelming proportions 
in the current technological age when the forgetting of Being has come to 
a pitch. One regrets to say that some advocates of a “rcligionless” Chris- 

23 Rom. 1:25. 

24 Exod. 20:3. 

23 Cf. Ps. 115:8. 

20 Gen. 3:5, 11:6. 
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tianity appear to have fallen victims to the same kind of anthropolatry. 
In all such cases, self-idolatry leads into those sins of pride, and so of 
division, which constitute one form of existential imbalance. On the other 
side, idolizing of things leads into the sins of indulgence and greed. Again, 
this is typical of the technological era, when the multiplication of devices 
has in turn multiplied artificial needs and appetites. These may be less 
gross than the appetites of a less sophisticated time (though this is doubt¬ 
ful) but they are no less dehumanizing. We already noted that both kinds 
of imbalance, sins of pride and sins of indulgence, can and usually do go 
together, and this is easily intelligible in the light of their common origin 
in idolatry. 

We have been speaking of sin as an attitude, and indeed we even sug¬ 
gested that idolatr y could be regarded as a kind of perverted faith, a mis¬ 
placed commitment. The sinful attitude expresses itself in sinful acts, and 
of course in popular usage “sin” usually means some actual sin or deed 
of wrongdoing. Theolog ically, however, the interest lies rather in the at¬ 
titude than in the particular deeds which flow from it, for it is the attitude 
^HaTis the fundamental evil. This attitude, we have maintained, is funda¬ 
mentally idolatry, an aversio a Deo et conversio ad creaturam. But now it 
must be pointed out that just as particular sinful deeds are referred to the 
sinful attitude of the agent, this in turn is not to be understood in an in¬ 
dividualistic way but is to be seen in all its seriousness as the massive and 
wrongful orientation of human society. New Testament writers talk of 
the “world,” or koV/xos-, and when they do so, they rarely mean the 
physical world, but rather human society as a whole. Their way of talking 
about the world is paradoxical, or dialectical. Thus, if we take the Fourth 
Gospel as an illustration, God has made the world through his word, so 
that it is his creation and is good; and therefore God loves the world and 
seeks its good . 27 But on the other hand, the world is hostile to God, and 
the disciples arc warned against it. 2S A comment may be made here on the 
current fashion in some circles for a “worldly” or “secular” Christianity. 
It is noticeable that this particular demand has arisen for the most part 
among those who come from those Protestant traditions that have in the 
past utterly rejected the world through doctrines of total depravity and 
the like. A reaction has set in that seeks to make up for this negative atti¬ 
tude to the world by hastening to the opposite half-truth of uncritical 
acceptance of the world. The biblical and also the catholic view has 


27 John 1: io, 3:16, etc. 

28 John 17:14, 12:25, ctc - 
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avoided both of these extreme errors. It has accepted what remains good 
in the world (as in the catholic recognition of natural theology, natural 
law, and the like) and yet it has dialectically judged the world to be in its 
actual condition fallen, sinful, and in rebellion against God. The world, 
like the individual, is fallen, but this should not be interpreted as a total 
deprivation of whatever stamp of divine Being was given in creation. 

When we think of sin as not merely a particular action, and not 
merely even the attitude of an individual, but a massive disorientation and 
perversion of human society as a whole, we begin to perceive the really 
terrifying character of sin. For the “world,” or xocr^o?, the collective mass 
of mankind in its solidarity, is answerable to no one, and has a hardness 
and irresponsibility that one rarely finds in individuals. These individuals 
are, as it were, sucked into the world and carried along with it, being 
deprived of their own responsibility and swept along by forces beyond 
their control. The notion of the dehumanized irresponsible mass has been 
well described by Heidegger as the phenomenon of “das Man,” the imper¬ 
sonal “they” whom we never identify but who dictate to us our standards 
and our policies.--' The individual, or again the small group, may be ut¬ 
terly helpless and impotent within this anonymous mass, and there can 
take place a kind of “escalation” of evil as collective standards and patterns 
of behavior establish themselves and irresistibly carry everyone along. A 
parallel kind of escalation can arise from our relation to the world of 
things. Increasingly, things are brought within the system of human in¬ 
struments, and this is in principle good, since man is the responsible crea¬ 
ture who has, so to speak, been made the steward of creation. But if he 
idolizes this world of things, he becomes himself caught up in it, and may 
find himself dragged along as part of the machinery in a direction in 
which he does not wish to go. In the present age of urban societies and 
technological culture, these dangers are ever present. It is futile to think 
of turning the clock back—we could not, even if we wanted to, for we 
are “caught” in the escalatorv process that we cannot even slow down— 
but we are far from knowing where we are going or what we are doing 
to ourselves. 

The sense of helplessness in the face of some movements or situations 
for which no one seems directly responsible and which no one seems able 
to control has led to the thought of sin as somehow superhuman. This is 
what is meant when we speak of sin as “demonic.” The expression need 


2!> Being and Time, p. ii 6 fi. 
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not be taken to mean that there arc at work quasi-personal beings of 
superhuman power who direct that power to evil ends. There may indeed 
be demons in this sense, and our earlier discussion of angels might lend 
plausibility to the idea that there arc “fallen angels.” However, even if 
there are such, they provide no explanation of sin, but simply push the 
problem one stage further back. Jf there were demons quite independent 
of God, as dualistic views have maintained, this would be an explanation 
of evil; but such a dualistic view is rejected by Christianity, for the de¬ 
mons of the Bible are fallen angels, and even if one were to accept that 
they had corrupted man, one would still need to ask about who had cor¬ 
rupted them. T he answer could only be that they had corrupted them¬ 
selves; and this indeed is the tradition, for Lucifer fell through pride, that 
is to say, through idolizing his own creaturely being. There is no need 
for us then to suppose that man fell by any other agency than his own, 
and St. Paul, though he can speak of demons, nevertheless explicitly states 
that it was through human agency that “sin came into the world.” 30 

The context of corporate sin in which every human life has to be lived 
was well described by Schleiermacher as “the sinfulness which is prior to 
all action” and which is “not something which pertains severally to each 
individual and exists in relation to him by himself, but in each the work 
of all, and in all the work of each.” 31 Some theologians have gone so far 
as to talk of a “kingdom of sin.” The expression can be criticized as sug¬ 
gesting a demonic realm opposed in dualistic fashion to the kingdom of 
God, and perhaps also as suggesting that sin, which we have seen to be 
essentially lack and distortion, has a positive character parallel to that of 
goodness. Nevertheless, the expression does convey that social and sys¬ 
temic character of sin that tends to be overlooked in individualistic ac¬ 
counts. Ritschl has some sober remarks on the kingdom of sin. Under its 
domination, he says, “We become accustomed to standing forms of sin 
and acquiesce in them as the ordinary expression of human nature.” 32 But 
all this has its origin in man. 

Certainly, the tracing back of the origin of sin to man himself safe¬ 
guards the notion of our responsibility, even if in particular situations we 
find sin overpowering and inescapable. How we can think of man as still 
responsible can perhaps best be seen if we consider the doctrine of original 
sin. Back of actual sins and of individual and even social orientations to- 

30 Rom. 5:12. 

31 The Christian Faith, pp. 287-288. 

3 - Justification and Reconciliation, p. 338. 
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ward sin, this notion of original sin points to some basic tendency toward 
sin. The idea is that we do not start from innocence and then fall into sin, 
but that we are already in sin. But this can hardly be interpreted as just 
a fate laid upon man. Surely existence as such is not sinful. If so, sin may 
be deplored, but it can hardly be laid to anyone’s blame. 

We did indeed agree that there is a tragic element in the creative pro¬ 
cess, and presumably man, as creature, shares in this. There is this much 
truth in the view of Origen and others who have thought of creation as 
itself a kind of fall. But can the apparently inevitable evil which the risk 
of creation brings for man as for every creaturely being (where “evil” 
means descent into negativity, as outlined in the last section) be properly 
called sin? Whatever the shortcomings of F. R. Tennant’s view of sin, he 
was surely justified in stressing accountability as an essential element in 
any satisfactory account of the matter . 33 The mere fact that we are not 
God, or some unitary Being, but a multiplicity of beings each with his 
own center of consciousness and interest, and his own perspective on the 
world, does not seem in itself to constitute sinfulness. It is presumably the 
condition that makes sin possible, for the pull or tendency that operates 
from the beginning is to set up each one’s center as the center of every¬ 
thing, and so to fall into self-idolatry. Yet we have to remember that our 
existence is polar, and so ambiguous. Already in our first survey of the 
meaning of human existence, we noted the polarity of individuality and 
community . 34 If human existence is from the first ego-centered, it is also 
true, as we noted even from the phenomenon of sexuality, that existence 
is from the first self-transcending and communal. In the biblical narrative, 
Adam is represented as incomplete until the creation of Eve . 33 His exis¬ 
tence is basically an existence in community, just as much as it is an in¬ 
dividually centered existence. 

Such considerations lead us to the question whether Christian theolo¬ 
gians have, in general, sufficiently distinguished between sin and finitude; 
or whether finitude, which certainly is a basic characteristic of human exis¬ 
tence, has been given due weight. As an illustration of the confusion, one 
has only to mention the traditional doctrine, drawn from Genesis, that 
death is the punishment for sin . 36 Apart altogether from sin, death belongs 
to finitude. As was already mentioned, death itself has an ambiguous char¬ 
acter; it can be regarded as an evil, and so a fitting punishment for sin, and 

33 The Concepts of Sin, p. 245. 

34 See above, pp. 66-68. 

3j Gen. 2:18. 

30 Gen. 3:3. 
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vet death, as an end to life, would seem to be essential to any realization 
of selfhood, as has been argued in pointing to death as the eschaton of 
existence . 37 An existence that went on endlessly in time would seem to be 
senseless and pointless—much more so than, pace Sartre, an existence ter¬ 
minated by death. 

When we try to make a clear distinction between sin and finitude, the 
problem of original sin and responsibility becomes eased. We cannot 
blame man for being finite, nor call him “sinful” because each man has 
his own center from which he looks out on the world. This is indeed the 
condition that makes sin possible, it belongs to the tragic and inevitable 
risk of creation, and it may even imply some sort of basic “guiltiness, as 
Heidegger argues. 3s Yet on the other hand it has been argued in our ex¬ 
position of the doctrine of creation that it is precisely this same finitude, 
this gift of being to the innumerable particular beings, that makes possible 
that commonwealth of beings which, as a diversity in unity, would be 
higher than any monolithic unbroken Being. So the very creation of indi¬ 
vidual centers of being that makes sin possible also makes possible a com¬ 
munity of love and fellowship, and to make the one possible, the other has 
to be made possible also. 

It is not the mere fact of finitude, the fact that there arc innumerable 
particular beings with their own centers, that constitutes sin, but the fact 
that already the particular being has decided for particular being and has 
forgotten Being. Even if in individual cases there is no deliberate con¬ 
scious decision of this kind, this does not take away responsibility. We arc 
inclined to view these matters far too individualistically. If we find our¬ 
selves born into a human society—the “world”—that is disordered so that 
inevitably each individual existence shares its disorder, and if we find our¬ 
selves caught up in a kind of escalation of sin so that each individual exis¬ 
tence is carried away and is impotent to halt the process, this does not 
mean that we are the hapless victims of an overpowering fate, so that we 
deserve pity rather than blame. Both sin and responsibility are communal 
as well as individual; and docs not each individual confirm and reinforce 
the wrong orientation of the society into which he has been born? 

Let us return to the subject of sin in relation to death. While we have 
rightly criticized the view that links death exclusively to sin and fails to 
see that death is also implicit in finitude, nevertheless there is a profound 
truth in the thought of death as the consequence of sin. It is not to be 
thought of as an arbitrary punishment awarded for sin, but rather as the 

:$7 See above, p. 78. 

:!8 Being and Time, p. 28off. 
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working out of sin in existence, for just as an existence that commits itself 
to Being attains to selfhood and its own fullest being, so an existence that 
idolatrously commits itself to some particular being (or beings) is already 
on the way to the disruption of selfhood, and to its lowest level of being. 
The doctrine of original sin warns that in a fallen humanity, every indi¬ 
vidual must be caught in this declination. Death, too, has to be seen as 
wider than an individual phenomenon. As St. Athanasius has expressed it, 
“death having gained upon men, and corruption abiding upon them, the 
race of men was being destroyed; the rational man made in God’s image 
was disappearing, and the handiwork of God was in process of disso¬ 
lution.” 30 

Man is unable of himself to reverse this process. This was already clear 
to us in our early analysis of human existence when, among its polarities, 
we contrasted those of responsibility and impotence . 40 Now we see this 
more clearly in the light of the Christian doctrine of creation, and of man, 
the creature who has been made in the divine image. Sin is a slavery for 
the race and for the individual, yet a slavery that has arisen through vol¬ 
untary decision. It is as if there is a critical moment at which the action 
initiated by man becomes a kind of runaway escalation that drags its initi¬ 
ator along, whether he wills it or not. The point is clearly made by Buber: 
“Si.i is not an undertaking which man can break off when the situation 
becomes critical, but a process started by him, the control of which is 
withdrawn from him at a fixed moment.” 41 

At the same time, however, we must not subscribe to a doctrine of total 
depravity. St. Athanasius wisely uses the imperfect tense when he describes 
the fall of the race into dissolution. Man does not cease to be human, but 
he loses the power to fulfill the potentialities of a fully human existence, 
and this, as we have seen, sends him in quest of the grace which could 
alone solve his predicament. 

But the very fact that the quest for grace is aroused in man is itself a 
powerful testimony against any doctrine of total depravity. Even if it is 
true that the full seriousness of sin becomes apparent only in the light of 
the doctrines of creation and reconciliation, yet the so-called “natural” 
man, as we have seen, is already aware of the disorder and imbalance of 
his existence, individual and communal. To be aware of this disorder is to 
be dissatisfied with it, and this is not sin, but the first step away from sin. 

39 De Incarnatione, VI, i. 

40 See above, pp. 65-64. 

41 Two Types of Faith, p. 84. 
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As Hegel pointed out, the “feeling of a life disrupted” must become the 
“longing” for what has been missed. “The deficiency is recognized (by 
the trespasser) as a part of himself, as what was to have been in him, and 
is not .” 42 

If there is original sin, there is also original righteousness, if only in the 
form of longing for release and for fullness of existence. Whether one 
wishes to call this “natural,” or whether one wishes to speak of a “grace” 
that is universal and not tied to any special occasion of revelation, seems 
to me to be a matter of indifference. 

If there were no residuum of original righteousness even in fallen man, 
no continuing tendency to transcend toward the fulfilling of the image of 
God and no common grace in creation, then it would be hard to see how 
salvation could be possible. It would be hard also to sec how our ordinary 
relative moral judgments would be possible, how we could say that one 
action is better than another, or one evil less than another, if everything 
that proceeds from man is damnable. The moral theologians’ traditional 
distinction between grave sins and venial sins may often appear artificial, 
but it does try to come to grips with the complexities and ambiguities of 
man’s spiritual life. To recognize that not everything human is equally 
sinful and even that there are flashes of goodness in fallen humanity is not 
in any way to underrate the seriousness of sin. 

Just as natural evil is the dissolution of beings into nothing, so sin is the 
still more terrible dissolution of the highest earthly creature into nothing, 
through his own wrong decisions. Whether the sin of man aggravates dis¬ 
order in the rest of creation and heightens what we called the “cosmic 
fall” is an open question, and very possibly it does. But natural evil and 
human sin are alike unavoidable possibilities in a creation the end of which 
is good. We have already seen how God’s creating activity, which accepts 
the risk, is continued into his providential activity, in which the beings 
are sustained and strengthened in face of the threat of disintegration. This 
providential activity widens into the whole conception of God’s reconcil¬ 
ing acti vity, whereby the threat of evil and sin is met and overcome. To 
this theme we now turn. 


'X ft 
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46. RECONCILIATION AND HISTORICAL REVELATION 
Creation involves risk, and this risk in turn issues in sin and evil which 
threaten the creatures with dissolution and distortion. We quoted St. Atha¬ 
nasius’ remark that “the race of man was being destroyed . . . and the 
handiwork of God was in process of dissolution.” The same writer goes 
on to say: “So, as the rational creatures were wasting and such works in 
course of ruin, what was God in his goodness to do? Suffer corruption to 
prevail against them, and death to hold them fast? And where then would 
be the benefit of their having been made in the first place?” 1 This is in¬ 
deed a crucial question. What justification is there for a creation so am¬ 
biguous as the one we know, a creation in which sin and evil make such 
inroads? If this is the fate of the creatures, then, as St. Athanasius bluntly 
adds, “better were they not made than, once made, left to neglect and 
ruin.” 

Actually, we have already seen the beginning of an answer to such ques¬ 
tions. It was made clear that by “creation” is not meant simply that God 
set things going in the beginning. Creation, involving risk, passes without 
interruption into providence, whereby the threat of dissolution is continu¬ 
ally being overcome. Providence, in turn, is continuous with reconcilia¬ 
tion; or, to express it in another way, reconciliation is the highest provi¬ 
dential activity of God. By “reconciliation” is meant the activity whereby 
the disorders of existence are healed, its imbalances redressed, its aliena¬ 
tions bridged over. Reconciliation in turn is continuous with consumma- 

1 De Incarnatione, VI, 7. 
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tion, the bringing of creation to its perfection. Creation, reconciliation, 
and consummation are not three successive activities of God, still less 
could we think that he has to engage in reconciliation because creation 
was unsuccessful. The three indeed are represented successively in the nar¬ 
rative presentation of the Christian faith, but theologically they must be 
seen as three moments in God’s great unitary action. Creation, reconcilia¬ 
tion, and consummation are not separate acts but only distinguishable 
aspects of one awe-inspiring movement of God—his love or letting-be, 
whereby he confers, sustains, and perfects the being of the creatures. 

Not only St. Athanasius but St. Irenaeus and many other early Christian 
writers rightly connected the doctrines of reconciliation and creation. 
Both of these activities were ascribed to the Logos, eventually conceived 
as the second person of the triune God—“expressive Being,” in the termi¬ 
nology of this book—and it was believed that what the Logos does in 
reconciliation is continuous with what he does in creation. It is true that 
at a given time in history the Logos had been made flesh in Jesus of Naza¬ 
reth, but this was not the beginning of his work. St. Justin explicitly deals 
with the objection made by opponents who pointed out that, according 
to Christian teaching, the Logos had been incarnate in Jesus only one hun¬ 
dred and fifty years before his time, and who demanded to know whether 
all who lived before that were irresponsible. St. Justin replies that the 
Logos had always been in the world, that the providential acts described 
in the Old Testament are to be ascribed to the agency of the Logos and 
furthermore that in this same Logos “every race of men were partakers.” 2 
Lt is not that at a given moment God adds the activity of reconciliation 
to his previous activities, or that we can set a time when his reconciling 
activity began. Rather, it is the case that at a given time there was a new 
"and decisive revelation of an activity that had always been going on, an 
activity that is equiprimordial with creation itself. This is made abundantly 
'•clear in many passages of the New Testament, especially by St. Paul. He 
talk s of “the mystery hidden for ages and generations but now made mani¬ 
fest to his saints”; or again, of “the revelation of the mystery which was 
/kept secret for long ages but is now disclosed and through the prophetic 
writings is made known to all nations.” 3 Many other examples could be 
glven 7 not only from St. Paul. God’s reconciling activity has been from 
the beginning, and is inseparable from his creating activity. This means not 
only that the two are coextensive in time, but also they are coextensive in 

2 Apology 1 , xlvi. 

3 Col. 1:26; Rom. 16:25-26. 
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extent, so that, as we have alrcadv claimed in discussing the relation of 
Christianity to other faiths, God’s saving activity is universal. It is as wide 
as creation because creating and reconciling are not separate activities but 
moments of the same activity. 

These remarks, of course, arc not intended in the slightest degree to de¬ 
tract from the importance of historical revelation. No event of history 
initiated God’s reconciling work, which goes on always. But the Christian 
gospel is no less a gospel, or a proclamation of good news, because it points 
to a new and decisive revelation of the mystery of the divine activity—an 
activity which, as has often been said in these pages, cannot be read off as 
something obvious in a world which presents itself as ambiguous. 

Man needs some concrete manifestation of God's activity, some mani¬ 
festation that can seize him and bring him to the attitude of faith. No 
doubt there have been many revelations, and these have come through 
many kinds of vehicles. We can recognize with St. Justin the operation of 
the same Logos, that is to say, of the same God in all of them. In some 
cases, the Logos has grasped men through ideas or timeless symbols. In 
biblical religion, however, history has been the vehicle for revelation. In 
the Old Testament, God’s reconciling and saving work is seen in his his¬ 
torical providential dealings with Israel, and especially in the succession of 
covenants which he makes with them, from the covenant with Abraham 
onward. The people may break a covenant and slip back into idolatry, 
but God is represented as continually seeking to restore and renew the 
relationship with himself; and this is at the same time a restoration and re¬ 
newal of the people in their very being. Already out of these manv revela¬ 
tory experiences of God’s reconciling work there was being born the hope 
of some decisive event in which God would come to his people, in which 
the grace of Being would be openly shown and poured out. The New 
Testament claims that this climax of God’s reconciling work did come 
with the historical revelation in Jesus Christ. “When the time had fully 
come, God sent forth his son.” 4 This, for Christianity, is the classic^or 
primordial, revelation on which the community of faith is founded .and 
which determines its way of understanding Being (God) and of comport- 
ins itself toward Being. The earlier historical revelations of the Old Testa- 
ment, taken over by the Christian community as part of its heritage, arc 
regarded as summed up and brought to their completion in the new, deci¬ 
sive historical revelation in Christ, who is “sent forth” in the “fullness” of 


i Gal. 4:4. 
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the time. The fullness of time is seen as a critical moment of history when 
God’s reconciling work moves out into the open and takes a new and 
decisive leap forward toward building up that commonwealth of beings 
which would realize the potentialities of the creation. 

Jesus Christ then is for Christian faith the decisive or paradigmatic reve¬ 
lation of God. In the language of this book, we can also call him the “sym¬ 
bol” of Being. It should hardly be necessary at this stage to insist again 
that in using this word “symbol,” no diminution or unreality in Christ’s 
relation to Being is intended. On the contrary, it will be recalled that on 
many occasions we have insisted that Being is present-and-manifest in 
any being that symbolizes it, that is to say, there is a real inward relation 
between the two. The expression “present-and-manifest” is peculiarly ap¬ 
propriate when we think of Christ as the revelation, or the revelatory 
symbol, of God; for “presence” in Greek is napovaia, and “manifestation” 
is (.n^aveia, and these are precisely the Words that have been traditionally 
used for the revelation of God in Christ: “advent” and “epiphany.” In 
Christ takes place the “advent” of God, his coming to be present, or his 
dwelling among us; and there likewise takes place the “epiphany” of God, 
the manifestation or showing forth of his grace and truth. “And the Logos 
became flesh and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld 
his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father.” 5 

Still another expression with which we have become familiar in the fore¬ 
going pages has an appropriate application here. This is the expression 
“focusing,” which was introduced in connection with the notion of mira¬ 
cle or providential act. Not all events, we have seen, are equally signifi- 
cant, though indeed all constitute a continuous series. Some events stand 
out as events of God’s acting, for these events have power to address men 
at the deepest level of their existence, to seize them, as it were, and bring 
them into the attitude of faith. These we can call “revelatory events” or 
“prov idential acts” or “miracles.” The event of Jesus Christ is, for Chris¬ 
tian faith, the supreme miracle, the high tide of God’s providential activ¬ 
ity. As such, it focuses the presence and activity which are indeed every¬ 
where, but of which we remain unaware until such a focusing occurs, and 
the “mystery hidden for ages” is made “manifest.” Jesus Christ then is the 
focus where the mystery of Being is disclosed. 

These remarks already indicate how we shall try to elucidate the doc¬ 
trine of the incarnation, that is to say, of God’s coming in the flesh. We 


5 John 1:14. 
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shall try to think of this in terms of the presence and manifestation (ad¬ 
vent and epiphany) of Being in the particular historical being of Jesus 
Christ, in whom for us the revelation of the mystery of Being has been 
focused. 

Mention was made of timeless symbols through which the Logos has 
made itself known to men, and these were contrasted with the historical 
symbols of biblical and Christian faith. Here a few words may be said 
about the appropriateness of historical symbols. This appropriateness con¬ 
sists in their combination of the existential and ontological dimensions of 
revelation—a combination which perhaps they achieve in a uniquely effec¬ 
tive way. 

The historical symbol has an existential dimension in so far as it lights 
up for us our own being and our hitherto undisclosed possibilities of exis¬ 
tence. It is our initial understanding of existence, which we get with our 
own existence, that enables us to enter into the understanding of history 
and into 'the experiences of the great historical agents; but to do this is to 
stretch the frontiers of that initial understanding of existence, so that we 
come back from the historical instance with a renewed and expanded self- ^ 
understanding. In Christ, as the paradigmatic existence, we receive a re¬ 
newed understanding of ourselves that amounts to a new possibility of 
existence, as we shall see in due course. 

But the historical symbol has also an ontological import. If history is 
through and through existential, that is to say, if it has to do not with mere 
happening but with existence in its acting, becoming, and being, then the 
theme of history is personal being. The historical symbol is a personal 
symbol, aiid, in the particular case with which we arc concerned, Christ 
is seen as the fulfillment of selfhood, of that potentiality for a truly per¬ 
sonal being which is the potentiality given with existence. But then we 
have already seen that personal being is the most appropriate symbol for 
Being itself; for personal being stands highest in that hierarchy of beings 
which all seek to be like God, and personal being, as showing the richest 
diversity in unity and the highest possibilities for creativity and love, gives 
to our minds the fullest disclosure of the mystery of Being that we can 
receive. 

Thus the historical symbol is an existential-ontological one, presenting 
in a remarkable combination the revelation of both existence and Being. 

This, incidentally, affords a further confirmation of the virtue of our 
existential-ontological method in theology, for it indicates that this method 
has not been arbitrarily selected but has an inner affinity with the peculiar 
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character of the biblical and Christian revelation, as one given in historical 
terms. 


47. THE HISTORICAL JESUS 

It will be remembered that when we talked of providence and miracle, it 
was said that any providential act or miracle would, from one point of 
view, appear as just an ordinary event, indistinguishable from any other. 
It has no “magical” character, no publicly demonstrable properties that 
would isolate it from the series of events in which it has its place. This was 
said to guard against superstitious beliefs about miracles. Yet on the other 
hand, to those for whom the event is a miracle, it does have an extraordi¬ 
nary character, for they have perceived this event in the depth of its sig¬ 
nificance, or rather the event has seized them and brought to them a dis¬ 
closure of Being. 

Now, if Jesus Christ is, from the point of view of Christian faith, the 
supreme miracle, the culmination of God’s providential and revealing ac¬ 
tivity, then he must present the same double aspect as any other miracle 
or providential act. To the first Christian disciples and to their successors, 
Jesus of Nazareth appeared as the revelation of the Father; he was, so to 
speak, seen in depth as the particular being in whom the presence and 
manifestation of Being itself has been focused. Yet this same Jesus could 
be seen also as just another member of the human race, as indeed he was, 
and if one were to think specially about him at all, he would not be con¬ 
sidered a revelation of God but possibly as a dangerous innovator or a 
disturber of the peace, or maybe as an outstanding moral teacher, accord¬ 
ing to one’s point of view. Most of his contemporaries, whether Jews or 
Romans, presumably saw him (if they took any notice of him at all) as 
just a rabbi or a revolutionary or whatever; and many people since have 
thought of him as simply a figure of history, perhaps interesting, instruc¬ 
tive, and even deserving of respect and reverence, but not as the incarna¬ 
tion of God or the focus of God’s acting. Those who are prepared to 
assert that “God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself” G go far 
beyond the publicly observable historical phenomenon and give expression 
to a faith into which they have been brought because what they have seen 
in Christ has worked upon them in some manner and led them to believe 
that in Christ God has become present to them in his reconciling work. 

Christian theology speaks from the standpoint of faith, and so the datum 
c II Cor. 5:19. 
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from which it sets out is Jesus Christ as the revelation of God. But theol¬ 
ogy is also a reflective and interpretative discipline, and in trying to work 
out the meaning of faith in the revelation given in Christ, it must consider 
how this revelation is related to the historical phenomenon which was the 
vehicle for it. It must, in short, ask about the Jesus of history, the pub¬ 
licly observable facts that were seen by disciples and non-disciples alike. 
After all, it was from these publicly observable facts that the disciples 
themselves had to begin; and we shall see that there is much to be said 
on behalf of the type of christology that begins, as it were, from below 
up, from the human career that is received as the manifestation of God 
rather than from the notion of the pre-existent Logos that has then to be 
conceived as taking a body and appearing as a particular existent. 

But the question of the historical Jesus, as everyone knows, bristles with 
difficulties. What were these publicly observable phenomena? Nineteenth- 
century scholars spent a great deal of time and effort in trying to isolate 
the “facts” about the historical Jesus, and to disentangle him from what 
they regarded as the “accretions,” mythological, theological, and meta¬ 
physical, that had gathered around him. Adolf Harnack may be taken as 
one of the most erudite of these researchers, and one of the clearest ex¬ 
ponents of the point of view which so many of them shared. His aim was 
to return to the actual Jesus and to the pristine faith which he taught and 
practiced before it had become overlaid and distorted by the develop¬ 
ment of ecclesiastical dogma. 

Presumably the new positivistic spirit that had begun to arise after Im¬ 
manuel Kant’s discrediting of metaphysics motivated much of the nine¬ 
teenth-century research into the historical Jesus. In any case, the story of 
this chapter in New Testament scholarship and the eventual failure to lay- 
bare the historical Jesus is well known from Albert Schweitzer’s account 
in The Quest of the Historical Jesus. Nowadays it is universally recog¬ 
nized that the simple historical “facts” about Jesus cannot be isolated. The 
gospels, which are virtually our only sources of information about him, 
are precisely gospels —proclamations of Jesus as the one in whom God 
has come, not accounts of his life. This is true not only of the Fourth 
Gospel, the most obviously theological of all, but also of the Synoptic 
Gospels. The oldest of these, St. Mark’s Gospel, is so far from taking us 
back to the historical, human Jesus of Nazareth that Bultmann is con¬ 
strained to say that Jesus in this gospel “is the very Son of God walking 
the earth.” 7 The researches of form-criticism have made it clear that the 
Jesus of history has, to a much greater extent than hitherto recognized, 
7 The History of the Synoptic Tradition , p. 241. 
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slipped beyond the horizon of what we can know, and that the figure 
presented in the gospels, and the incidents concerning him arc, to say the 
least, strongly colored by the faith and teaching of the early Church. The 
historical, human Jesus has, in the thought of the Church, been trans¬ 
formed into the supernatural Christ whose setting is not historical but 
mythical, for he is the pre-existent redeemer who came down from 
heaven, sojourned on earth, and atoned by his death for sin, then rose 
from the dead and ascended into the heaven whence he had first come; 
and the expectation was that soon he would return on the clouds to con¬ 
summate his redeeming work. The story of Jesus in the gospels is told in 
the light of this conception of the supernatural Christ, and the beliefs of 
the Church about Jesus as the Christ have been read back into the story 
of his life. For instance, Bultmann and others would claim that Jesus did 
not think of himself as Messiah, and that the application to him or the ac¬ 
ceptance by him of this title in his lifetime is not an accurate reporting 
of the historical facts but a projection of the Church’s belief onto Jesus. 
And similarly they would claim that many other things in the gospels do 
not represent events that actually took place but arc put there to show 
that Jesus really was Messiah—as, for instance, that he fulfilled what were 
taken to be messianic predictions in the Old Testament, as D. F. Strauss 
had already argued a hundred years before Bultmann. 

The current skepticism about the historical Jesus raises some problems 
for the systematic theologian. Clearly, he does not want to have his the¬ 
ology dependent on the notoriously changeable views of New Testament 
scholars. At the same time, of course, he has to recognize that theology, 
since it speaks out of faith, must share something of the risk of faith; and 
that it cannot expect to base itself on invulnerable certitudes, but must in 
many cases be content with reasonable probabilities, and perhaps in some 
cases even with leaps of faith which, though not unreasonable, have never¬ 
theless to be taken in the face of ambiguous evidence. One would hope 
that in questions of historical fact, it will often be possible to reach rea¬ 
sonable probability, and sometimes even overwhelming probability. But 
how important is this for theology in the matter of the historical Jesus? 

It seems to me that we cannot just dismiss the question of the historical 
Jesus and say that it does not matter for faith or theology whether we 
have any knowledge of him or not. The full reason for saying this will 
be made clear before we come to the end of this section, though I have 
already argued the point clsewhcrc. s But for the moment, let us simply 

8 The Scope of Demythologizing, pp. 90-101; Studies in Christian Existentialism , 

pp. 138-150. 
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recall that we have stressed the historical character of the Christian revela¬ 
tion, and pointed to some characteristics of historical revelation that might 
seem to give it an advantage over timeless revelatory symbols. If Christ is 
simply a timeless, mythical figure, then our talk about historical revelation 
has been idle. If there is no significance at all to be attached to the his¬ 
torical existence of Jesus, then Christ is on the same plane as other timeless 
mythical figures who appeared as redeemers in the myths of the mystery 
cults, Mithras, Attis, Osiris, and the rest. Surely we must hesitate to go 
along with some of the more radical disciples of Bultmann who are pre¬ 
pared to cut the link with the historical Jesus altogether (if indeed we 
still have a link!). We must hesitate because we remember that the catholic 
creeds place the event of Jesus Christ firmly in the framework of world 
history, and because the Church has throughout its history uncompromis¬ 
ingly opposed any docctic view that would take away from Jesus his full 
humanity as an historical person who, in St. Ignatius’ words, “was truly 
born, and did eat and drink; he was truly persecuted under Pontius Pilate; 
he was truly crucified, and died, in the sight of beings in heaven and on 
earth, and under the earth.” 9 

However, let us notice that New Testament scholarship by no means 
pushes us into an utter skepticism concerning the historical Jesus. It has 
indeed placed in doubt many matters that were once perhaps taken for 
granted, and it would be foolish not to recognize this; but it has been 
equally decisive in rejecting the so-called “Christ-myth” theories, which 
considered the figure of Jesus to be a purely mythical production of the 
early Christian communities. Bultmann assures us that “form-critics do not 
dispute the view that the Church had its origin in the works of Jesus, and 
has preserved many of his sayings in its literary creations.” 10 While some 
of Bultmann’s disciples have gone to the extreme of indifference concern¬ 
ing the historical Jesus, others have tried to reopen the question in ways 
that might avoid the errors of the nineteenth-century quest. 11 

While Bultmann has always differentiated the story of Jesus from the 
myths of the mystery cults, he has not been enthusiastic about the efforts 
of some of his disciples to renew the quest of the historical Jesus. Some¬ 
times he talks as if we could know little more than that Jesus actually 
lived, and that he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; and even then, Bult¬ 
mann feels constrained to add that we cannot know with certainty what 

o Trail., ix. 

10 The History of the Synoptic Tradition, p. 40. 

11 See J. M. Robinson, The New Quest of the Historical Jesus . 
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Jesus’ attitude to his death may have been. 12 He seems willing, “with a bit 
of caution,” to fill out these bare facts with a kind of minimal portrait of 
Jesus, for “a few of his personal characteristics” may be inferred from the 
Synoptic Gospels. So we are told: “Characteristic for him are exorcisms, 
the breach of the Sabbath commandment, the abandonment of ritual puri¬ 
fications, polemic against Jewish legalism, fellowship with outcasts such 
as publicans and harlots, sympathy for women and children; it can also 
be seen that Jesus was not an ascetic like St. John the Baptist, but gladly 
ate, and drank a glass of wine. Perhaps we may add that he called disciples 
and assembled about himself a small company of followers—men and 
women.” 13 This is not all, for Bultmann also thinks that Jesus had the 
consciousness of a prophetic vocation, though he does not think that it 
was the consciousness of being Messiah. Moreover, as we have already 
noted, Bultmann believes that much of this prophetic teaching has been 
preserved, and he summarizes it as the eschatological proclamation of the 
imminence of the reign of God and, in unity with this, the ethical demand 
for an inward, radical obedience in love, as opposed to any outward legal¬ 
istic conformity. 14 

All of this certainly falls far short of even the barest biography of Jesus, 
but what is more important is that it tells us what kind of man he was. 
Bultmann acknowledges this in another place where, agreeing that par¬ 
ticular incidents in the gospels may not be accurate historical reports, he 
nevertheless affirms that “the general character of Jesus’ life is rightly por¬ 
trayed in them, on the basis of historical recollection.” 15 But is this not all 
that we need to know about the historical Jesus? To know that he was 
one who taught that in the face of the end men are called to radical self¬ 
giving love, and that he himself lived this way even to the point where he 
gave himself up to death—this is the essence of the historical Jesus, and it 
still remains accessible to us. We cannot indeed say that there is certainty 
here, but there is a high degree of probability, and even the most skeptical 
researchers have hardly shaken it. Neither Jesus nor his message would 
have been remembered unless he was indeed the kind of person portrayed 
in the gospels. 

It is now time for me to return to the question of the theological signifi- 

12 See his essay, “The Primitive Christian Kerygma and the Historical Jesus” in The 
Historical Jesus and the Kerygmatic Christ, ed. C. E. Braaten and R. A. Harrisville, 
pp. 23-24. 

13 Ibid., pp. 22-23. 

14 Theology of the New Testament, vol. I, pp. 3-32. 

45 The History of the Synoptic Tradition, p. 50. 
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cance of the historical Jesus, and to say what is the importance, from a 
theological point of view, of affirming at least this minimal truth, that 
there was indeed a historic person who suffered under Pontius Pilate and 
whose manner of life was of the kind portrayed in the gospels. The im¬ 
portance is that we thereby affirm also that the way of life which lies at 
the heart of the Christian proclamation is not something utopian or be¬ 
longing to a wish-world, but something that has been realized in history, 
under the conditions of being-in-the-world. Ernst Kasemann has expressed 
this point well by saying that with the question of the historical reality 
of Jesus, there stands or falls the claim that “earthly corporeality” is the 
sphere of revelation. 16 In different words, we could say that upon the 
minimal assertion about the historical Jesus (stated above as “that there 
was indeed a historic person who suffered under Pontius Pilate and whose 
manner of life was of the kind portrayed in the gospels”), there depends 
the question of whether the Christian way of life is factical possibility 
and therefore to be taken seriously, or is merely an idealized possibility 
and perhaps just a fanciful escape from the harsh realities of historical 
existence. 

But while this minimum of historical factuality is important for Chris¬ 
tian faith, the publicly observable events themselves—as in the case of all 
miracles or providential acts—become the vehicle for God’s address or 
God’s acting. For those for whom the events are “revelation,” they are 
seen in depth. The first Christians had been aware of the approach and 
presence of God in the events of Jesus’ life and death, and they tried to 
express this by transposing the history of Jesus into a mythological frame¬ 
work whereby he was seen as a supernatural pre-existent being who had 
“come down” from heaven, had done his appointed work on earth, and 
then returned to the heavenly places. I may quote Kasemann again: “The 
significance of Jesus for faith was so profound that even in the very earli¬ 
est days it almost entirely swallowed up his earthly history.” 17 Something 
of this kind seems to happen, of course, to many of the really outstanding 
figures in the history of the human race. Even in their lifetime, or very 
soon thereafter, they begin to be surrounded by legend. This makes it 
hard or impossible to write anything like a biography of them, yet the 
very legends preserve the memory of the kind of men that these were, 
and as they impressed themselves on those who knew them. So it is to 
the full picture of Jesus in the gospels that we must now turn—Jesus pre- 

1G Essays on New Testament Themes, p. 32. 

17 Op. cit., p. 2;. 
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scntcd as the Christ, set in the mythological framework of supernatural 
action, and interpreted in myth and legends that are meant to light up and 
draw attention to the significance of Jesus “in depth,” that is to say, the 
revelation of Being that is given in and through this particular being, Jesus 
of Nazareth. 


48. THE CHRIST OF FAITH IN THE GOSPELS 
In the preceding section, we have talked about the historical Jesus, and al¬ 
though this actual human figure who lived at a particular time is indis¬ 
pensable to a full statement of Christian faith and theology, nevertheless 
the historical Jesus is an abstraction from the picture given in the gospels. 
In all four gospels, we see Jesus already understood as the Christ of faith. 
We are not presented with the neutral, publicly observable historical phe¬ 
nomenon, for this has already been incorporated into a very complex 
structure of religious and mythological ideas—such as the idea of a three- 
decker universe of heaven, earth, and underworld; of an eschatological 
time scale that runs through definite ages from the beginning to the end; 
of messianic predictions given by Old Testament prophets and now being 
fulfilled; of an open texture of events in the world whereby they can be 
caused not by other events in the world but by supernatural agencies, 
whether divine or demonic; and of many other notions that belonged to 
the mentality of New Testament times. In many cases, some historical 
happening undoubtedly underlies the story, but it may have been so elabo¬ 
rated by legendary accretions that it is impossible to know what the his¬ 
torical happening was; and in other cases, especially those where some 
prophecy or alleged prophecy is said to get fulfilled, there must be a strong 
suspicion that details of the story have been invented to fit in with what 
was supposed to be messianic prophecy. 

We must take the story as it stands and try to understand what it in¬ 
tends to assert about the meaning of Jesus, recognized as the Christ of 
faith. In this historical person, Jesus of Nazareth, some people had seen 
nothing extraordinary, but the disciples had seen the presence of God 
among them, and the evangelists are trying to express this experience. In 
our own day we might have to express this differently, but we shall get 
nowhere unless we can sympathetically listen to what the evangelists say 
and try to see what they claimed to see in him whom they recognized as 
the Christ. The best procedure will be to consider a series of incidents 
described in the gospels, incidents that are sometimes called the “myster- 
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ies of Christ,” and are presented as critical moments in the revelation 
given in Christ. These incidents may be more or less historical, more or 
less legendary, but we need not be too eager to try to separate the his¬ 
torical and the legendary, even if this were possible, for the story is now 
a unity that seeks to present the Christ of faith. 

i. First among these special “moments” in the career of Jesus comes the 
nativity. There can be little doubt that the stories that have come down 
to us are legendary rather than historical. The birth of Jesus would be an 
obscure affair, and only when something like a novelistic interest had 
begun to arise would stories of his birth be told. St. Mark’s Gospel has 
nothing on the subject, but the Gospels of St. Matthew and St. Luke have 
detailed narratives of the birth, and even more elaborate stories are to be 
found in later apocryphal gospels. Yet, the very fact that such stories are 
legendary makes it easier to detect their theological import. However dif¬ 
ferent the two traditions of the nativity in the canonical gospels may be, 
they are agreed in teaching the doctrine of a virgin birth, is and this is 
their main interest as far as the question of christology is concerned. 

It is very surprising that the doctrine of the virgin birth should arouse 
so much controversy. No one, indeed, should be deterred from the Chris¬ 
tian faith through inability to accept this doctrine, which, as has often 
been pointed out, is not explicitly mentioned by either St. Paul or St. John 
or St. Mark, although presumably all of these writers give us perfectly 
adequate accounts of the essentials of the faith. Yet probably the doubts 
and difficulties occasioned by this doctrine usually arise from misunder¬ 
standing. It has to be judged above all from a theological point of view. 
Since the conception of a child is not a publicly observable event open to 
historical investigation, there is little point in talking about the historicity 
of the virgin birth. The question to be considered is whether this doctrine 
helps to explicate the person of Christ, whether it enables us better to see 
Jesus as the incarnate Word. 

Some scholars deny that the doctrine of the virgin birth can help to¬ 
ward a true understanding of the person of Christ. They point to myths 
of virgin births in pagan and non-Christian religions, and argue that the 
admission of such ideas into Christianity encourages us to think of Christ 
as a kind of demigod, like Achilles, say, or Herakles. However, the same 
objection could be brought against the use of the expression “Son of God,” 
which many New Testament scholars believe to be of Hellenistic origin. 



18 Matt. 1:18-24; Luke 1:26-38. 
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The fact that an idea or an expression may come from some pagan source 
or at least might have pagan connotations is no decisive objection against 
it, for such interpretative ideas are themselves capable of being “stretched” 
or developed (in this case, christianized); and, so far as they are symbols 
that fall short of what they symbolize, they must always be used dialecti¬ 
cally (that is to say, at once affirmed and denied), and illuminated by al¬ 
ternative symbols. 

Another objection to the doctrine of the virgin birth is that it takes 
away from the true humanity of Christ. If he was truly man, so it is said, 
we must think of him as having a fully normal human conception. But the 
trouble about this objection is that it takes the whole matter far too lit¬ 
erally, as if it were a question of biology rather than of theology. This 
mistake is very obvious in Emil Brunner’s discussion of the doctrine. 10 He 
thinks it is an attempt to explain God’s acting in terms of a biological 
anomaly. But the expression “birth”—precisely like “death”—does not, in 
the New Testament, have the matter-of-fact biological connotation that 
it has today. Both “birth” and “death” were mysteries, with an almost 
numinous character; and certainly there was no knowledge of conception 
in te rms of later biology. The doctrine of the virgin birth is meant to 
point to Christ’s origin in God^ This man, Jesus, “born of the virgin 
Mary,” as the creed asserts in opposition to all docetism, is nevertheless the 
one who has come from God and in whom God’s advent and epiphany 
(presence and manifestation) have taken place. 

In all such revelatory happening, God has the initiative, and Karl Barth 
has rightly maintained that the doctrine of the virgin birth upholds the 
divine initiative in the incarnation. 20 One could expand Barth’s insight to 
make the point that this doctrine holds that the appearance of the Christ 
is not just the evolution or unfolding of “natural” human tendencies, but 
is God’s work; and this is entirely in line with the whole argument of this 
book, where it has been held that human existence only comes to the reali¬ 
zation of its potentialities through the divine action. In the case of Christ, 
this divine action is so integral to his being that we think of him as bring¬ 
ing together in one person divinity and humanity. It is interesting, more¬ 
over, to note that in both gospels which mention the virgin birth, specific 
reference is made to the action of the Holy Spirit. 21 This is what we 
might expect, and it is entirely in line with the doctrine of the Holy Spirit 

19 The Mediator , pp. 324-327. 

20 Church Dogmatics , I/2, p. 177. 

21 Mart. 1:20; Luke 1:35. 
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adumbrated in an earlier part of this book, 22 where it was said that the 
Spirit is to be understood as “unitivc Being,” and that his function is-to 
Bring into unity and to maintain in unity the beings with Being. Since an 
incarnation is to be understood precisely as the union of a being with 
Being in the fullest and most intimate way possible—we shall consider 
later how this could be—then such an incarnation would be preeminently 
a work of the Holy Spirit. Such a union is conceivable only as one in 
which the initiative is from the side of Being, so that a doctrine of the 
virgin birth, in ascribing the initiative in incarnation to unitive Being (the 
Holy Spirit) is an appropriate symbol. 

The action of the Holy Spirit, however, is—at least on the personal 
level—not imposed nolens volens, but calls for the free response of the 
existent (spiritual) being to whom it is addressed. This is in fact given in 
the Blessed Virgin’s “Let it be to me according to your word.” 23 In this 
era of ecumenical exchange, no theology can fail to say something on the 
subject of mariology. The place and function of Mary, like the question 
of the virgin birth, are extensions of christological doctrine. But I propose 
to defer the mariological question until we come to the doctrine of the 
Church; for ecclesiology too, as the doctrine of the Body of Christ, stands 
in the closest relation to questions of christology and the incarnation. 

2. Next among the “moments” in the career of Jesus, the baptism calls 
for attention. There can be no doubt that Jesus was in fact baptized by 
St. John the Baptist; the very fact that this was “a baptism of repentance 
for the forgiveness of sins” 24 made it embarrassing for the disciples of a 
later time to explain why Jesus should have been baptized, as we see from 
St. Matthew’s Gospel, 23 and the story of the baptism would not have been 
told unless it had in fact happened and was well known. But the simple 
fact, whatever its original significance may have been, has been transposed 
into a mythico-theological framework, and the incident is used to light up 
Jesus in depth as the Christ of God. The Holy Spirit descends upon 
him, and a voice from heaven attests his divine Sonship. While in St. Mark, 
these details are most naturally read as belonging to the inner experience 
of Jesus (perhaps as inward vision and audition), in St. Luke the legend¬ 
making tendency has asserted itself and the events are publicly observable, 
for the dove appears “in bodily form” and the voice is apparently heard 


22 See above, pp. 201-202. 

23 Luke 1:38. 

24 Luke 3:3. 

23 Matt. 3: 14-15* 
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by all (as it is in St. Matthew, where the second person of the verb is 
changed to third person). 20 

The search for the “facts” behind the story of the baptism has been de¬ 
scribed by Charles Guignebcrt as “one of those questions of gospel history 
which discourage and baffle investigation.” 27 It may well be the case that, 
as a matter of historical fact, Jesus had responded to the teaching of the 
Baptist, had been baptized by him, and had perhaps even become a disciple, 
or an adherent of whatever community the Baptist may have had around 
him. But if these were the “facts,” they certainly do not appear in the 
stories we have, and they would not have been palatable facts to the evan¬ 
gelists. Whatever the “facts” may have been, they have dropped out of 
sight, and the incident is narrated with a theological motive. It is now this 
theological meaning that is paramount, and it is this meaning which is of 
interest to us. 

The story has become one of vocation, and this is surely very relevant 
to the task of trying to explicate the person of Christ. A vocation makes 
sense only in the context of a process of growth and commitment. The 
incarnation, understood as the advent and epiphany (presence and mani¬ 
festation) of Being in Jesus Christ, is not to be understood magically as 
something that happened “automatically” in a moment, say at the moment 
of conception, or the moment of birth, or even at this moment of baptism. 
Just as we have argued that the self and selfhood are not things or prop¬ 
erties conferred on the existent at the beginning, but are to be understood 
existentially as ways of being that are to be attained (or not attained) in 
the course of existence, it must now be asserted that the same is true of 
christhood. The full implications of this assertion will become clear in the 
working out of our christology, but for the present it is enough to say 
that we see it already implied in the gospel presentation of the baptism as 
vocation. 

A moment of vocation implies that there has been a growing sense of 
vocation; but, furthermore, the decisive moment of commitment does not 
rule out (rather, it entails) a continued development of the sense of voca¬ 
tion, and an unfolding ambulando of a content which may not have been 
explicit in the moment of commitment itself. Let us suppose, for the sake 
of argument, that the “factual” history behind the baptism story is simply 
Jesus’ joining himself to the community of the Baptist, and that no further 
intention was explicit in his mind at the time. Nevertheless, the evangelists 

20 Mark 1:9-11; Matt. 3:13-17; Luke 3:21-22. 

27 Jesus, p. 146. 
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are not wrong in taking this decisive moment of his career as a pivotal 
moment and projecting upon it thoughts and intentions that Jesus may 
have explicitly entertained only at a later time, or even thoughts that may 
have first come to the primitive Christian community after Jesus’ lifetime. 
The vexing question of whether in his lifetime Jesus thought of himself 
as Messiah, for instance, is one that can be left open without affecting our 
understanding of the baptism story. Jesus must have had his moment of 
vocation, that is to say, of decisive commitment to his career, and this mo¬ 
ment must have been both preceded and followed by a developing under¬ 
standing of all that his vocation implied. Being a disciple of the Baptist, 
being a messianic prophet, being the Messiah himself, understanding the 
messianic office in terms of the suffering servant of deutero-Isaiah—some 
or all of these may have been successive elements in our Lord’s under¬ 
standing of his vocation, or some of these points may have become explicit 
only in the subsequent reflection of the disciples. Yet they all belong in a 
unitary career and are implicit in it, no matter when any particular item 
got unpacked. Thus the story of the baptism, while it is meant to point to 
Jesus as the Christ, implies his full humanity as one who responded to a 
call and commitment that would onlv fully unfold as he went along. This 
story justifies an existential rather than supernatural approach to the ques¬ 
tion of the meaning of christhood. It will be understood that the word 
“supernatural” is used here in the bad sense of magical. It need hardly be 
said that it is not being denied that christhood is a work that God or 
Being, not man or any particular being, initiates and brings to perfection. 
Just as we made this assertion in connection with the nativity, and pointed 
to the agency of the Holy Spirit in that event, so now we must again note 
the part played by the Spirit in the baptism. “He saw the heavens opened 
and the Spirit descending upon him like a dove.” 2S The vocation of the 
man Jesus to christhood is attributed to the action of unitive Being, for, 
as has already been said, anything like an incarnation would be preemi¬ 
nently a work of unitive Being or the Holy Spirit. 

3. We pass now to the temptations of Jesus. Here there is no publicly 
observable event behind the story, so the question of what the historical 
“fact” mav have been scarcely arises. The account as we have it is legen¬ 
dary and symbolical, but it is nonetheless theologically perceptive, and 
again it is the theological significance that matters. One can sav, however, 
that there must have been such moments of temptation in the career of 


2S Mark 1:10. 
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Jesus, if he was indeed a human being. The temptation story is an impli¬ 
cate of the vocation story, and it is not surprising that we find comparable 
stories told about such men as the Buddha and Zoroaster. 

The content of the three specific temptations is interesting in view of 
what we have seen earlier concerning the understanding of man, sin, and 
the saving activity of God. The first and second temptations (following 
the order in St. Matthew 2n ) are introduced by the expression, “If you are 
the Son of God and this would seem to suggest that they are being 

presented as messianic temptations, so that implicitly the ideas of messiah- 
ship which they represent are being rejected. The first temptation, to 
make stones bread, suggests what in modern parlance we might call a “so¬ 
cial gospel,” aimed at the amelioration of the material conditions of life; 
but this is set aside as inadequate, because of the simple truth that man 
exists. To say that “man shall not live by bread alone” is to recognize that 
his need cannot be met below the level of existentiality. Not the quantita¬ 
tive proliferation of biological life but the authentic and genuinely human 
existence that lets be is the aim of the Christian gospel. The second temp¬ 
tation, to leap from the pinnacle of the temple, is surely, in spite of what 
Bultmann says about it, 30 the rejection of thaumaturgy as a way of creat¬ 
ing belief in a messianic mission. It is indeed true that Jesus’ healings and 
exorcisms are presented as signs of his authority, but in some way they 
are also dependent on faith, and are quite different from the sensational 
kind of magic envisaged in the second temptation. About this temptation, 
T. W. Manson rightly says: “To thrust oneself into peril, merely to pro¬ 
vide God with the occasion for a miracle, is not faith but presumption.” 31 
By contrast with these false paths, the path to be followed by Jesus is one 
that would appeal to men in the full range of their existence, and the ac¬ 
tion of God in Jesus would be at a deeper level than that of publicly ob¬ 
servable marvels. 

Possibly these remarks get strengthened when we consider the third 
temptation, which is not peculiarly messianic and which can be understood 
as affirming Jesus’ humanity and his solidarity with the rest of mankind. 
For this third temptation is to worship Satan for the sake of world do- 
jninion, and this of course is idolatry, the prizing of the creation above 
the Creator, and we have seen that this is the root form of sin. 32 Not only 

29 Matt. 4:1—11; cf. Luke 4:1-13. 

30 The History of the Synoptic Tradition, p. 255. 

31 The Mission and Message of Jesus, p. 337. 

32 See above, pp. 260-261. 
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was Jesus not immune from this universal temptation, but like all other 
persons with more than ordinary talents, he would be peculiarly affected 
by it. The narrative here shows him decisively rejecting the temptation, 
and this introduces still another christological theme—the sinlcssness of 
Jesus. Precisely how we are to understand the meaning of this idea will 
be considered later. 

4. Another “moment” in the gospel narrative having considerable chris¬ 
tological significance is the story of the transfiguration. Nowadays most 
commentators seem to believe that this story tells of a post-resurrection 
experience of the disciples, and they may well be correct. But the interest 
of the story is theological, not historical (it is called a “vision,” opapa, in 
St. Matthew 33 ), and we have to ask what it contributes to our understand¬ 
ing of Jesus as the Christ. Let us notice that in all three Synoptic Gospels 34 
the story comes after the disclosure that Christ is to suffer, just as the 
stories of the resurrection appearances come after the actual sufferings of 
Christ. Whether the transfiguration and the antecedent disclosure of suf¬ 
fering took place in Jesus’ lifetime, or whether both of these incidents have 
been placed in his lifetime by the early Church in the light of its post¬ 
resurrection faith, this story seems to me to express in a remarkable way 
the transition that must have taken place from the disciples’ acquaintance 
with the human Jesus to their faith in the same Jesus as the Christ—a tran¬ 
sition that has rightly earned the name of “transfiguration.” 

For the story begins with the human Jesus—the Jesus who has recently 
disclosed that he is going to suffer (or who has in fact suffered, if we 
think of the transfiguration as post-resurrection). Christ’s humanity seems 
to be further stressed by his association with Moses and Elijah, which in¬ 
dicates his continuity with the prophets. But then he is said to shine with 
a light like that of the sun, the divine presence is experienced in the over¬ 
shadowing cloud, and a heavenly voice attests his Sonship. What does this 
symbolical language mean, except it is trying to bring to expression that 
perceiving in depth which we have taken to be characteristic of the rec¬ 
ognition of miracle? In pictorial language, the story is telling how in the 
man Jesus the disciples found the focus of Being, where it became present- 
and-manifest in its advent and epiphany. Jesus is on the one hand a human 
being, even one in all the weakness of humanity as caught in suffering, 
whether anticipated or already realized; yet in this wholly human and suf- 

33 Matt. 17:9. 

3 ^ Mark 9:2-8; Matt. 17:1-8; Luke 9:28-36. 
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fering figure, the revelation of God and the drawing near of Being take 
place for the disciples. 

5. This leads us to the passion, the central incident in the whole story 
and the one to which the evangelists devote most attention. So central is 
it that we must consider it by itself in a separate chapter devoted to the 
work of Christ. But some aspects of it need to be considered here, because 
of their importance for an understanding of the person of Christ. Four 
points call for notice. 

The first is the need to maintain the closest connection between the doc¬ 
trine of Christ’s person and that of his work. Christology becomes artificial 
when it becomes immersed in metaphysical distinctions about how Christ 
is constituted and neglects to consider what he does. Since Christ’s cross 
and passion are seen as the culminating point of his saving work, they 
must be kept continually in view if we are to avoid the dangers of a 
merely academic christology, and ensure that the doctrine has a genuine 
existential dimension. We need not go so far as to let christology be al¬ 
together swallowed up in sotcriology, or as to claim that the meaning of 
Christ’s person can be exhaustively stated in terms of his existential signifi¬ 
cance for us, but no adequate christology can be lacking in an existential 
dimension. Due attention to the passion and death of Jesus, corresponding 
to the prominence accorded to these events in the gospel narrative, will 
ensure that our christology will have a strong existential character. 

The second point is that recognition of the death of Jesus in its christo- 
logical significance is also the strongest affirmation of the historical dimen¬ 
sion in christology. In our discussion of the historical Jesus, we saw the 
theological importance of claiming that he is a historical rather than a 
mythical figure. We noted also that the most fully attested historical “fact” 
in the life of Jesus was his crucifixion under Pontius Pilate—the fact that 
is affirmed in the creeds, and the one that St. Ignatius recognizes as pub¬ 
licly observable, when he says that Christ “died in the sight of beings in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth.” Of course, the passion narrative 
in the gospels is heavily laden with theological interpretation, just like the 
other “moments” or “mysteries” that we are considering in this section, 
but it stands out as the moment in which theological interpretation and 
historical factuality converge. 

The third point is that the story of the passion is the strongest possible 
affirmation of the humanity of Christ. Even in our preliminary analysis of 
human existence, we saw the paramount importance of death in the con¬ 
stitution of such an existence. To be human is to be given over to death. 
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So we find that in every docctic or Gnostic attempt to speak of the per¬ 
son of Christ, his death gets explained away—he only seemed to suffer and 
die, St. Simon of Cyrene died in his place, or whatever the explanation 
may have been in any particular heresy. If then we hold fast to the cen¬ 
trality of the passion in our christology, we shall be recognizing the full 
humanity of Christ and keeping away from any docctic error. 

The fourth and last point is that, in a way still to be analyzed but al¬ 
ready hinted at when we spoke of the transfiguration, the passion and 
death of Jesus become the events whereby the human Jesus is revealed as 
the Christ of faith, or whereby the presence of God manifests itself in 
this man. Again, the way has been prepared for such an explication by 
our earlier studies of the being of man, where it was shown that death has 
a twofold character and can assume a positive, even an absolute, role in 
human existence, as well as being the mark of finitude. 

6 . It is obvious that the resurrection is not an historical event in the 
same way that the cross is, that is to say, not a publicly observable event. 
It is meant to affirm that God acted in Jesus, and the earliest mentions of 
the resurrection speak of it as God’s act, not Christ’s. In the preaching of 
St. Peter, God raised him up, and in the earliest written discussion of the 
resurrection, St. Paul uses the passive voice. 33 We have already seen plainly 
enough that an act of God is not a publicly observable event or a phenom¬ 
enon open to sense perception, though it manifests itself in and through 
such occasions. Stories of the empty tomb and of accompanying marvels 
look like examples of the usual mythologizing tendency, which seeks to 
express the faith that God has acted in terms of objectifiable and empiri¬ 
cally verifiable phenomena. Even if such stories could be proved to be 
veridical accounts of observed events, they would not in the least establish 
that God had acted in these events, for no such evidence is relevant to 
such a question. 

Not the discovery of an empty tomb but the “appearances” of the risen 
Lord to his disciples seem to be the origin of belief in the resurrectktnjof 
Jesus. The oldest account of the matter, that of St. Paul writing to the 
Corinthians, mentions only the appearances. Though he says nothing about 
St. Mary Magdalene, she was probably the first to whom an appearance 
was made, followed by St. Peter and others. St. Paul clearly counts his 
own vision of Jesus experienced on the way to Damascus to have been of 
the same order as the appearances experienced by the others. 36 

35 Acts 2:32; I Cor. 15:4, etc. 

36 1 Cor. 15:8. 
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There would be no profit in speculating about the nature of these ap¬ 
pearances, any more than trying to establish that the tomb was empty. As 
with other miracles, the miracle of the resurrection is ambiguous. The 
skeptic will see in it nothing but a subjective vision or even a hallucina¬ 
tion; but from the point of view of faith, it is the perception of the self¬ 
giving Christ in depth, so that this Christ is seen as the one in whom God 
is. Faith is born that God is indeed self-giving love and that life is truly 
attained through death, and this is the Easter faith. In the light of the 
whole Christian revelation, it is a reasonable faith, but it certainly cannot 
be proved or even made to look reasonable by irrelevant arguments about 
whether the tomb was empty. The only “proof” is that in the living Chris¬ 
tian community, then and today, the person of Christ still lives and the 
living God still acts through him to reconcile and make whole. 

Although the understanding of the resurrection just stated avoids the 
more speculative elaborations of the doctrine, it is far from being a reduc¬ 
tionist account, and it is emphatically not Saying simply that Jesus lives on 
as the Christian community. There are three assertions underlying the ac¬ 
count, and these woujd seem to be essential to any adequate doctrine of 
the resurrection.^First, Christ lives on. As the one who has fulfilled the 
potentialities of hurnan existence and has indeed raised that existence to a 
new level, he has revealed its potentiality for an eternal life in God; he has 
“abolished death and brought life and immortality to light.” 37 Second, 
(and this second point is dependent on the first one), the disciples experi¬ 
enced., a new; life in themselves. They had experienced a transformation 
from the life of sin and self-centeredness to a life open toward God in 
Christ, and they came to call this “eternal life” for they believed that even 
death could not terminate this relation to God. They were sharers in 
Christ’s resurrection, and it is the Christian experience of new life in 
Christ that allows us to have an analogy whereby we can assign a mean¬ 
ing to the concept of resurrection beyond the crude meaning (clearly re¬ 
jected by St. Paul 3S ) of the resuscitation of a corpse. Thiyd j-'all this tells 
us something about God. The resurrection means that he can bring forth 
the new. His working never comes to a dead end, for he can always open 
up a new possibility. This is what we meant by the providence of God, 
discussed in an earlier chapter. The cross speaks of God standing with his 
creatures in the flux of events; the resurrection speaks of his always being 
ahead of events. Both symbols seem essential to the idea of God. 


37 II Tim. 1:10. 
38 1 Cor. 15:35ff. 


A 







2 9 0 | P A RT TWO: SYMBOLIC THEOLOGY 

7. The ascension is a purely mythical event and reflects a cosmology 
that has long since been abandoned. Yet as a symbol intended to express 
the significance of Christ, it has both appropriateness and truth as the cul¬ 
mination of the story. Christ’s being “lifted up” into a cloud 39 (symboliz¬ 
ing the divine presence) suggests both that he has become the exalted Lord 
in the minds of the disciples, the Christ of faith and one with the Father; 
and, less subjectively, that the offering of his life is received by God (as 
the smoke of the ancient sacrifices had gone up into the sky). 

The ascension is not a separate event—indeed, we shall see that in an 
important sense it is one and the same as the humiliation of Christ; or 
rather, these two are opposite sides of the same event. The ascension is the 
final symbol in the series of “mysteries” by which the evangelists seek to 
portray the man Jesus of Nazareth in depth, so that he becomes the trans¬ 
parent revealer of God and so that we see him as the Christ of faith. 

We have concentrated attention on the most critical events in the career 
of Jesus as narrated in the gospels, but these moments simply highlight the 
understanding of Jesus that is presented by the whole gospel narrative. 
The accounts of his teaching show him as one having a unique kind of 
authority, while the stories of his healings and exorcisms see these events 
as signs of the inbreaking kingdom of God. The total effect then, both in 
the “mysteries” and in the remainder of the gospel material, is to present 
us with one who is unquestionably human and yet one in whom, as the 
evangelists were convinced, God has become present and manifest. 


49 . LORD AND WORD 

We now have before us, in outline, the-tradition concerning Jesus Christ, 
as this has been preserved and transmitted in the Christian community. 
We have seen that the core of this tradition is an actual historical figure, 
though we have only very meager factual information about him; we have 
seen also how this historical figure was transformed into the Christ of 
faith, the Christ who is presented to us in the gospels in scenes that are 
partly historical, partly legendary, partly mythical. This was the manner 
and the language in which these early disciples tried to express their con¬ 
viction that the very presence^of God had come among them in a new 
and signal way in Jesus. Obviously, however, we in the twentieth century 
would not use the same concepts and language as people used in the first 


39 Acts 1:9. 
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century, and their way of trying to express the significance of Jesus Christ 
is largely foreign to us, for we do not share the background of mytho¬ 
logical ideas that are indispensable if talk about pre-existence, voices from 
heaven, exorcisms, ascension, and the like arc to communicate. The fact 
that the mythological ideas of the New Testament have become so fa¬ 
miliar during the centuries in which Christianity has been an all-pervading 
factor in Western culture now obscures from us the recognition of how 
far we have moved from the presuppositions of all mythology. If we arc 
to understand Jesus as the Christ of faith, we must look for a new inter¬ 
pretation. 

There was, of course, considerable diversity of interpretation among 
the early disciples themselves, and a consideration of some other wavs in 
which they sought to express the meaning of Christ’s person may help us 
on the way to a contemporary interpretation. So next after the dramatic, 
narrative mode of expression in myth and legend, we turn to the titles 
given to Jesus. These too are in part culled from the religious and mytho¬ 
logical ideas of the first century, from sources both Jewish and Hellen¬ 
istic, but they tend to focus in more definite images the understanding of 
Jesus as the Christ. 

It is not our intention here to attempt any detailed consideration of the 
titles given to Jesus in the New Testament. This task belongs to biblical 
rather than systematic theology, and in any case the importance of the 
titles has probably been overestimated in recent christological discussion, 
and too little attention given to some of the less easily classifiable but none 
the less significant New Testament data, such as that “authority” of Jesus, 
about which G. Bornkamm has written. 40 

However, some brief discussion of the titles is demanded, and it will 
provide a useful pointer toward the form which any adequate christology 
must assume. The multiplicity of titles shows us that from the beginning 
there were a number of ways in which the person of Christ might be in¬ 
terpreted. Each title already contains the seeds of a type of christology, 
and although these different types of christology do not contradict one 
another, they cannot easily be combined. Each draws attention to some 
aspect of the many-sided reality of Jesus Christ. 

The earliest of the titles, “Messiah,” naturally came from the background 
of Judaism and the Old Testament. It means literally “the anointed one,” 
and could stand for the kin? of Israel or for the nation itself. The Messiah 


40 Jestis of Nazareth , pp. 60-61. 
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came to be understood as a promised ideal king who would deliver the 
nation and rule in righteousness. From this idea arises the possibility of a 
politico-ethical christologv, a this-worldly interpretation of Christ as the 
Lord of man’s social, moral, and political life. The political aspect has, 
from the beginning, been muted, and in isolation it would be a very im¬ 
poverished understanding of the Christ. As John Knox remarks, “The 
gospel tradition does not permit us to miss the political bearings of Jesus’ 
career, but they are certainly obscured.” 41 But even though it has been 
obscured, this is a valid aspect of christhood and is revived from time to 
time, most recently in the black theology of the United States and the 
liberation theology of South America. 

The title “Son of Man” comes also from the Jewish background. 
Scholars disagree sharply among themselves about its meaning—indeed, it 
probably bears several meanings in the gospels. One influential strain of 
interpretation sees the Son of Man as an otherworldly figure of Jewish 
apocalyptic, who would be sent by God to judge the world and inaugu¬ 
rate the new age. It is most unlikely that Jesus ever thought of himself in 
such a way, but certainly such ideas came to be applied to him and he was 
understood as the inaugurator of the new age. 

It was suggested earlier that the title “Son of God” may have come 
from the Hellenistic background, though it must be noted too that some¬ 
times the kings of the Old Testament were addressed as “sons” of God. 
Whatever the origin of the title, it suggests neither the man who is exalted 
by God to messianic office, nor the heavenly man who comes down to 
execute a mission on earth, but one who combines deity and humanity, a 
“God-man.” It may have been to avoid the danger of thinking of Jesus 
Christ as like the demigods of pagairmythology that he came to be called 
the “only begotten Son.” Nevertheless, it was this idea of the “God-man” 
which was at the center of the classical christology of the early centuries 
and which, not surprisingly, turned to Greek metaphysics for the solution 
of the problem. 

There were however two titles applied to Jesus that from the begin¬ 
ning had a greater universality and which form the foundation for any 
adequate christology. These titles were “Lord” and “Word.” They may 
be said to have had a greater universality from the beginning because each 
of them has its history and connotations in both Jewish and Greek sources. 
“Lord” (*upios) is regularly used in the Septuagint for God, while in the 
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Greek mystery religions it was used for the deity of the particular cult. 
“Word” (Aoyos) is an important term in the Hebrew tradition, for it was 
through his word that God acted and communicated himself, while in 
the Greek tradition the word or Logos had come to be recognized as the 
organizing and governing principle of the world; and of course Philo of 
Alexandria had already firmly welded together the two traditions by New 
Testament times. Some biblical theologians try to trace the titles given to 
Jesus exclusively or primarily to Hebrew sources, and tend to regard the 
introduction of Hellenistic connotations as a post-biblical and regrettable 
development. This seems to be a very shortsighted point of view. Paul 
Tillich rightly says about the so-called “Hellenization of the gospel” that 
“it was inescapable not only because of the necessity of introducing the 
gospel into the Hellenistic world but also because the discovery of the 
ontological question by the Greek mind is universally relevant.” r - 

The two titles “Lord” and “Word” have universality not merely because 
they transcend the limits of a purely Hebrew or purely Hellenistic refer¬ 
ence, but because together they constitute an existential-ontological inter¬ 
pretation of Christ’s person; and of course we have seen that an adequate 
theological language has always this twofold character. 

The title “Lord” provides the existential element. This is never a dis¬ 
interested word or a neutral description. To call someone “Lord” is to 
assign a rank to him, and thus to express an attitude toward him. The his¬ 
tory of the word “Lord” in Jewish and Greek usage would indeed indi¬ 
cate that when used in a religious context, the word assigned a supreme 
rank, and therefore expressed an attitude of absolute commitment. So the 
title “Lord” initiates an existential type of christology, and this way of 
thinking has been strongly represented in modern times, from Ritschl’s 
characterization of christological assertions as “value-judgments” down to 
Bultmann’s insistence that soteriology takes precedence over christology. 
The recognition of the need for an existential dimension in christology is 
to be welcomed, and is entirely in line with all that has been said above 
about theological language and the kind of assertions that are made in sym¬ 
bolic theology. The demand for an existential dimension is the more neces¬ 
sary, because the traditional christological formulas have frequently been 
understood (or misunderstood) as merely metaphysical descriptions. Yet 
we have made it abundantly clear that any attempt to work out a purely 
existential theology (whether in the field of christology or elsewhere) is 


4 - Biblical Religion and the Search for Ultimate Reality, p. 60. 
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a distortion. There is at least a considerable danger that in some quarters 
the rediscovery of an existential dimension in christology and the stress 
being laid upon it may obscure the appreciation that an ontological di¬ 
mension is equally needed. 

The ontological side of christology is initiated and safeguarded by the 
recognition of Jesus as the “Word” or Logos. We have already used the 
term “Logos” for the second person of the triune God, that is to say, for 
expressive Being. It is through expressive Being that Being goes out in 
creation into a world of beings. To claim that in Jesus “the Word became 
flesh” is to assert that in and through this particular being, Being has 
found signal expression. We have seen that Being is present and potentially 
manifest in all beings, but that since these constitute a hierarchy, some are 
capable of manifesting Being in a greater range than others. The highest 
place in this hierarchy was claimed for personal beings. Now among these 
personal beings a special claim is being made for Jesus Christ, as the per¬ 
son in whom Being has been signally present and manifest, that is to say, 
has achieved its advent and epiphany. The fuller explication of the basis 
of this claim has still to be made. But in the meantime, let the ontological 
claim be registered alongside the existential claim as two equally primor¬ 
dial and equally necessary sides to any adequate christology. Jesus is both 
Lord and Word, existentially the one who commands absolute allegiance, 
and ontologically the one who renders present-and-manifest holy Being. 

The titles “Lord” and “Word” set before us two indispensable elements 
in any adequate understanding of the person of Christ. We shall endeavor 
to do justice to both in constructing an existential-ontological statement 
of the doctrine. But now we must consider how the twofold assertion that 
Jesus is Lord and Word is related to another twofold assertion that is 
vital to any christology—that Jesus is both God and man. 


5 o. TRUE GOD AND TRUE MAN 

Both in the narrative presentation of Jesus Christ in the Synoptic Gospels 
and in the implicit christology of the titles applied to Jesus throughout the 
New Testament there is the clear assertion that in some mysterious and 
paradoxical way, this Jesus combines in himself Godhood and manhood. 
This is asserted too in those more reflective and theological parts of the 
New Testament, such as the Johannine and Pauline writings, and the 
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Epistle to the Hebrews. Again, it is not the business of this book to at¬ 
tempt a detailed study of New Testament theology, and there arc avail¬ 
able many studies of the material by New Testament scholars. 11 Although 
there arc many differences of emphases, and although both St. Paul and 
St. John have sometimes been accused of stressing the divinity of Christ 
at the expense of his humanity, the New Testament is agreed that both his 
divinity and his humanity need to be asserted. One of the most balanced 
statements is found in the Epistle to the Hebrews. It begins with a strong 
assertion of Christ’s close relation to the Father: “He reflects the glory of 
God and bears the very stamp of his nature, upholding the universe by his 
word of power”; but'soon this document is pointing to the necessity for 
a true humanity in anyone who could be a genuine mediator between God 
and man: “He had to be made like his brethren in every respect, so that 
he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in the service of God, 
to make expiation for the sins of the people. For because he himself has 
suffered and been tempted, he is able to help those who are tempted.” 43 
The Christ is not a mere intermediary between God and man, a kind of 
demigod or angel or something of the sort, but a genuine mediator, and 
hence one who has his being on both sides of the divide, and is thus both 
God and man; or, to express it in another way, christhood implies incarna¬ 
tion, and incarnation means the bringing together in one person of God- 
hood and manhood. 

How is the assertion that Jesus is both man and God related to the asser¬ 
tion that he is both Lord and Word? These two do not coincide, yet they 
are related in various ways. The assertion of Christ’s manhood is intrinsic 
to any existential christology, and indeed such a christology will usually 
be of the kind that begins “from below up,” that is to say, begins with the 
humanity of Jesus and goes on to show his divinity, as against the kind of 
christology that begins in more speculative fashion with the second person 
of the Trinity and considers how this second person can become man. 
The relation between the manhood of Christ and the existential dimension 
of christology is to be seen both in the recognition that Christ is the goal 
or limit toward which human existence tends (lie is “Lord”), and also, as 
has already been contended, in the fact of his historicity, which makes this 
limiting case a “factical” one and therefore one that can seriously engage 
our existential interest, as a merely ideal or imaginary figure could not do. 
On the other hand, the ontological dimension of christology relates pri- 

44 Sec, e.g., Oscar Cullmann, The Christology of the New Testament. 

45 Heb. 1:3, 2:17-18. 
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marily to Christ’s manifestation of Being, that is to say, to his Godhood, 
and thus a purely ontological christology tends to become an academic 
exercise. However, it was said that there is not an exact coincidence be¬ 
tween the assertion that Christ is Lord and Word, and the assertion that 
he is man and God. It is precisely as these two indispensable assertions, 
each of them itself twofold, are allowed to interact on each other that an 
adequate christology can be brought forth. The assertion of Christ’s Lord- 
ship and the according to him of the ultimate allegiance that such an as¬ 
sertion implies carries him beyond the limits of human existence, so that 
we recognize him as God; for if we gave such allegiance to anyone less 
than God, we would be idolaters—and this, as has often been pointed out, 
was the basic objection to Arianism. On the other hand, the recognition of 
Christ as God, if this is not to be disinterested metaphysical speculation, 
must go on to assert that the Word was made flesh and to recognize that 
this Word has met us and addressed us on the level of human existence; 
for only so would there be the slightest religious interest in Christ. 

What these remarks imply is that the doctrine of the God-man must be 
interpreted in an existential-ontological way; and we must at all costs avoid 
the dichotomy between an existential christology based on the recognition 
of Christ as Lord and an ontological christology based on the recognition 
of him as the Word. The various strands—Lord and Word, humanity and 
deity, the existential and the ontological, have all to be woven together. 

Clearly, however, they are interwoven in a very complex way. It seems 
that we must assert that at the limit of human existence (in the sense, that 
is to say, of the goal of human fulfillment) Christ manifests divine Being, 
so that in him humanity and deity come together. Thinking of this from 
the other side, it would presumably be conceivable if, in this particular 
being of Jesus Christ, expressive Being had perfectly expressed itself. If 
indeed Jesus Christ is true God and true man, we seem driven to posit a 
kind of open place, as it were, where divine Being and human existence 
come together; or again, where creaturely being, which seeks to be like 
God, has actually attained to the level of deity. For the paradox of the 
God-man, Jesus Christ, is that not only does he belong to God, as the sec¬ 
ond person of the Trinity, but he also belongs to the creation as “the first¬ 
born of all creation.” 46 

As in our earlier discussion of the triune God, it will be profitable to 
call to mind the traditional language of christology. This language was it- 


40 Col. i:ij. 



The Person of Jesus Christ | 29 7 

self originally explicative and interpretative, though to modern ears it 
sounds archaic and needs reinterpretation. So far as it is still understood, 
it is usually taken to mean some metaphysical analysis of the person of 
Christ, and so to be defective in that existential dimension which is requi¬ 
site to any adequate christology. But there can be little doubt that if we 
could think ourselves sympathetically into the great christological con¬ 
troversies of the early Church, we would discover that behind the seem¬ 
ingly abstruse language, issues of vital existential concern were at stake. 

The core of the traditional christologv is, of course, the two-nature doc¬ 
trine of the Chalcedonian definition, which speaks of “one and the same 
Christ, Son, Lord, Only-begotten, recognized in two natures (<f>vcre<nv), 
without confusion, without change, without division, without separation; 
the distinction of natures being in no way annulled by the union, but 
rather the characteristics of each nature being preserved and coming to¬ 
gether to form one person (trpoatoirov) and subsistence (inroaraatv) , not as 
parted or separated into two persons, but one and the same Son and Only- 
begotten God the Word, Lord Jesus Christ.” 

It seems to me that the kev word for interpreting this statement is “na- 
ture ” If we take “nature” to mean a fixed stock of characteristics 

which constitutes anything as the kind of thing that it is, then we are up 
against grave difficulties. Admittedly, this is the traditional way of taking 
the word “nature,” and it would lead into the traditional metaphysical in¬ 
terpretation of the Chalcedonian christology. But what sense can we 
make of the idea of one “subsistence,” that is to say, one particular being, 
that nevertheless has two “natures” in the sense mentioned? Again, we 
have learned that man, as an existent, docs not have a “nature” in the sense 
that, let us say, some kind of mineral has a nature, some basic stock of 
characteristics that constitutes it that kind of mineral. As existent, man 
is always incomplete and on his way, so that if it is proper to talk of him 
having a “nature,” this must be conceived as open-ended. And further¬ 
more, what could we mean by the “nature” of God? If it is erroneous- to 
talk of man’s “nature,” at least in the sense of a fixed stock of basic char¬ 
acteristics, it is presumptuous to talk of God’s “nature” in a similar sense. 
It is true that we can recognize in God some basic attributes, 47 but to 
claim to know his “nature” (always in the sense explained above) would 
be to claim to grasp God in a way that is incompatible with his transcen¬ 
dence and mystery. 

47 See above, pp. 202-210. 
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But let us suppose that we can interpret “nature” in another way. Such 
a way has already been outlined, when we considered the meaning of 
“nature” (</>v'<n«>) in connection with the doctrine of creation. 48 There it 
was said that “nature” is to be understood as emerging, coming into the 
light. This we took to be the ontological significance of the word (for the 
root <pv is one of the Indo-European roots used to express Being) which is 
prior to any relatively artificial and sophisticated metaphysical usage, and 
the basis for it. It is true that in our earlier discussion we were talking 
about “nature” in the sense of the material world and the forces at work in 
it, while now we are talking of “nature” as we use the expression in such 
phrases as “the nature of man” or “the nature of God.” But this second 
usage, like the first, goes back to the fundamental ontological sense of 
emerging or coming to the light. If we take “nature” in this basic sense, 
then the christological talk about the two natures not only makes sense, 
but makes very good sense indeed. 

For then human nature is to be understood as an “emerging.” Can wc 
define this more precisely? Actually, we have already seen something of 
what it means. We have seen that man is called out of nothing into crea- 
turely being; then, as St. Paul says, we “receive adoption as sons” 4n ; and 
finally, as St. John has it, “we are God’s children now; it does not yet ap¬ 
pear what we shall be, but we know that when he appears we shall be like 
him.” 50 We recognize in this the doctrine with which we are already 
familiar, that all created things tend toward likeness to God, and that in 
the case of man, as existing and not having a fixed essence, there is no end 
in sight along the road he can travel—“it does not yet appear what we 
shall be.” Man’s “nature” is this emerging or coming to the light. So we 
can understand how it is that Christ has a complete human “nature,” and 
what was meant by saying that at the limit of existence, that is to say, at 
the furthest point along the road toward fulfilling or unfolding this “na¬ 
ture” (existence), he manifests divine Being. Karl Rahner, in a plea for a 
more existential and dynamic understanding of the traditional two-nature 
language, though he does not explicitly talk of <f>vai< i as “emerging,” makes 
some points that are very similar to the argument of this paragraph. He 
declares that “Christ has always been involved in the whole of history as 
its prospective entelechv”; and he also asserts that “human being is a real¬ 
ity absolutely open upwards; a reality which reaches its highest (though 

48 See above, pp. 222-223. 
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indeed ‘unexacted’) perfection, the realization of the highest possibility 
of man’s being, when in it the Logos himself becomes existent in the 
world.” 51 

However, the christology which begins from below up, and which 
traces the human “nature” of Christ in terms of an existence that emerges 
onto ever higher levels, is not by any means meant to be a kind of evo¬ 
lutionary christology, as if the emergence of christhood were a kind of 
automatic product of the world-process. VVe already registered a protest 
against such a view in upholding the symbol of the virgin birth as safe¬ 
guarding the divine initiative in the incarnation. This can now be stated 
more clearly, when we consider the divine “nature,” also to be understood 
as “emerging.” This idea too is familiar to us, for the second person of the 
Trinity we saw to be “expressive Being.”_It is through expressive Being 
that Jaod- emerges from his hiddenness and comes to light. But clearly 
this self-manifestation of Being can take place most fully in a particular 
being that has no fixed “nature” but whose very “nature” is an existence, 
an emerging, so that it can express more and more Being. If we can think 
of expressive Being (the Logos) finding perfect expression in a particular 
being (and such a being could only be a personal or existent being), then 
in this particular being the two natures would come together in a unity. 
Only in the next section shall we see how we could conceive of expressive 
Being fully expressing itself in a particular being. But even this thought is 
not entirely foreign to our earlier discussions, for we saw that in creation, 
God really does in a manner put himself into what he creates, in varying 
degrees. 

The two natures are said to come together in “one person and subsis¬ 
tence.” Here the word “subsistence” (vvocrrao^) means what we usually 
call “particular being,” and the particular being is, of course, Jesus Christ, 
and a person in the modern sense of the word, for it is only personal be¬ 
ing (or existence) that has the openness that would permit it to come 
into union with holy Being. But we can now say more plainly what this 
unity is, the unity that permits us to say both that humanity and divinity 
come together in Jesus Christ, and that this Christ in turn is “of the same 
essence” (6 /xooiWk) with the Father. For the principle of unity here (as 
also in the doctrine of the Trinity) is Being; and the essence of Being, in 
turn, is letting-be. Personal being is superior to lower forms of creaturely 
being, and so more “like to God,” because of its capacity for letting-be. 

51 Theological Investigations, vol. I, pp. 167, 183. 
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It is where this capacity for letting-be is raised to an absolute level that a 
particular personal being could manifest holy Being, and so unite in one 
person the two natures, and at the same time be of one essence (substance) 
with the Father, the primordial letting-be. To show how this comes about 
will be the endeavor of the next section of the present chapter. 


j/. CHRIST AS THE FOCUS OF BEING 

In our discussions of the phrases “Lord and Word” and “True God and 
True Man,” we have talked for the most part in a formal way about the 
ontological and existential conditions that are implied in any adequate 
conception of christhood. We now have to come back and consider the 
whole matter more concretely in relation to Jesus Christ, as we saw him 
to be in the earlier sections on “The Historical Jesus” and “The Christ of 
Faith in the Gospels.” It is this particular being, Jesus Christ, whom the 
Christian religion proclaims to be the incarnate Word, the God-man. 

If we hold fast to the existential dimension in the understanding of 
christhood, as already expounded, so that we sec christology as a kind of 
transcendent anthropology (as Rahncr also has done), with christhood as 
the goal toward which created existence moves, then the first point to be 
made is that we must be prepared to acknowledge a dynamic character in 
the incarnation, and this means some kind of development. We cannot 
think (this would be indeed mythological!) of the Logos being “im¬ 
planted” in Jesus at his conception, or, for that matter, at his birth, or 
his baptism. In seeing a parallel between anthropology and christology, 
we have also to see a parallel between selfhood and christhood. We have 
already seen that the self is not some kind of substance that gets put into 
the body at the beginning of the individual's life, but is rather the “form” 
or “entelcchy” of an embodied existence in the world, and as such is 
something that has to be brought into being in the deeds and decisions of 
life. In the same way, we may suppose that the incarnation is to be under¬ 
stood not as an instantaneous happening but as a process of coming to¬ 
gether, and that Jesus progressively realized his christhood. Such growth 
is, indeed, attested in the gospels 52 and, in discussing the “mystery” of the 
baptism, we saw that this kind of growth is an implicate of a vocation 
such as we may suppose Jesus to have had, whether or not this vocation 
was explicitly to the messianic office. 5 ’ 1 

52 Luke 2:52. 

53 Sec above, pp. 282-284. 
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Just as christhood (which may indeed be equated with the selfhood of 
Christ) is to be understood as coming about through a process of growth, 
so the attributes of christhood would not suddenly appear from nowhere, 
as it were, but would develop with christhood itself. This applies to the 
important attribute of sinlessness. Several contemporary theologians, who 
are rightly concerned to stress the humanity of Jesus as against what they 
consider to be the docetic tendency of traditional christology, have ques¬ 
tioned the validity of this doctrine of the sinlessness of Christ; for, they 
say, we cannot suppose him to have been fully man, and yet to have 
avoided the universal taint of sin. They argue that even if Jesus in his 
individual life refrained from sinful acts, nevertheless, since sin is more 
than such individual acts and has a social character, he could not have es¬ 
caped being caught up in the disorder of society as a whole, if indeed he 
was in solidarity with the human race. 

Perhaps the first comment to be made here is that we should remember 
that sin is not implied in human existence, but is rather a disorder of hu¬ 
manity; and it is worthwhile to remind ourselves of the frequent confu¬ 
sion in theology between sin and finitude, to which our attention was 
earlier called. 54 Yet even so, it would seem that any individual human life, 
if truly human, could not be insulated from the attitudes of the society in 
the context of which it was placed; or again, could not be entirely exempt 
from that almost tragic guilt which seems to be inseparable from the rela¬ 
tive and finite character of human action. But then, if we anchor Christ so 
firmly in the fallen race of Adam, how can we think of him as a Savior? 
Or what sense does it make to claim that he can reverse that drift toward 
sin and dissolution which mankind of itself cannot reverse? 

The way out of these difficulties, as it seems to me, must consider sin¬ 
lessness as the end of a process of development, and when we consider it 
in this way, then we need not separate Christ from the human race in a 
manner that would compromise his true humanity. But first of all, we 
must fix the meaning of “sinlessness.” This is a confusing expression, for 
it is a double negative. Sin itself is a negative—a disorder and a separation 
from God; sinlessness is in turn the negation of the negativity of sin. Thus 
“sinlessness” means that the disorder is overcome, and that the separation 
from God is replaced by a coming together of God and man. In other 
words, sinlessness describes an aspect of christhood, and like christhood, it 
is gained in the deeds and decisions of life, and is certainly not a merely 


:,i See above, pp. 264-265. 
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negative “dreaming innocence.” Such sinlessness, when attained, may in¬ 
deed separate from the ordinary mass of humanity, but just in the same 
way as christhood separates from the ordinary mass of humanity—in both 
cases, humanity is brought to a higher level. It does not cease to be true 
manhood, but it becomes God-manhood, true manhood united with true 
Godhood. 

But how do we see this movement toward a perfect or sinless selfhood, 
which is also christhood and incarnation, taking place? If we reject the 
idea that the Logos gets implanted in a human body at conception, where 
do we see the coming together of man and God? The answer to this must 
be that we see it in the death of Christ. Already in our preliminary anal¬ 
ysis of human existence, we noted that death, as well as being the mark 
of human finitude, also provides the perspective in relation to which a 
unified self can come into being. 55 A parallel statement can be made about 
christhood. The death of Christ is taken up into his life as its climax and 
fulfillment, and it is in the moment of death that christhood fully emerges. 

In an earlier mention of the passion and death of Christ, it was said that 
they have a fourfold importance for the understanding of his person: they 
relate his person to his work, they establish his place in world history, 
they affirm his complete humanity, and they point the way to understand¬ 
ing how that humanity is taken up into deity. It was promised that there 
would be a fuller explication of this last point, and the time has now come 
to offer it. 

God is absolute letting-be, and letting-be is the ontological foundation 
of love. Letting-be is also self-giving or self-spending, so that God’s crea¬ 
tive work is a work of love and self-giving, into which he has put himself. 
In so far as created beings themselves manifest creativity, love, self-giving, 
they tend to be like God. This self-giving is supremely manifest in the 
particular being, Jesus Christ. Just as there is a self-emptying, or kenosis, 
of God as he pours out Being, so Christ empties himself in the life that is 
portrayed in the gospels. But how could this relative self-emptying in a 
finite particular being manifest the absolute letting-be of God? To this, it 
must be replied that death is the one absolute in human life. By this is 
meant not just the moment of physical death, but the taking up of death 
into life, so that existence itself becomes a bcing-toward-death. Christ’s 
self-giving, his love or letting-be, becomes complete and absolute in the 
accepting of the cross. Selfhood passes into christhood, the human Jesus 

55 Sec above, pp. 78-79. 
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becomes the Christ of faith, there is the convergence of the human and 
divine “natures” in the one person. Likewise there is the attainment of 
“sinlessness,” understood affirmatively as the overcoming of the separa¬ 
tion of God and man, and with this, Christ breaks out of the sin-bound 
human situation, and opens up the new life, symbolized by the resurrec¬ 
tion. In the words of Cardinal Newman’s great hymn, we have here “God’s 
presence, and his very self, and essence all-divine.” 50 Christ’s most utter 
self-abasement is also his ascension, when we recognize that God is in 
Christ. This is the transfiguration, when the light of Being shines forth 
in this particular being. Again, let it be stressed that although this treat¬ 
ment of the problem of Christ’s person begins “from below up,” it implies 
no naturalistic evolutionism, or any so-called “adoptianism.” From first to 
last, this is the work of Being in its great threefold action of creation, 
reconciliation, and consummation. The incarnation is the supreme provi¬ 
dential act or miracle of history. It will be remembered that the charac¬ 
teristic of such an event is that it focuses Being in its presence and mani¬ 
festation, its advent and epiphany. Jesus Christ may be properly under¬ 
stood as the focus of Being, the particular being in whom the advent and 
epiphany take place, so that he is taken up into Being itself and we see in 
him the coming into one of deity and humanity, of creative Being and 
creaturely being/’ 7 And what we see in Christ is the destiny that God has 
set before humanity; Christ is the first fruits, but the Christian hope is 
that “in Christ” God will bring all men to God-manhood. This we shall 
consider when we come to eschatology. 


j2. THE DEFINITIVENESS OF JESUS CHRIST 
Christian faith claims that Jesus Christ is the focus of Being, the center 
of its presence-and-manifestation among the beings; or, in the more tradi¬ 
tional language of St. Paul, that “in him the whole fullness of deity dwells 
bodily.” 58 How is such a claim possible? 

The whole of this chapter has been devoted to explicating the claim 
and to showing the grounds on which it rests.. But now we must come to 
grips more closely with the question of what is often called the “unique- 


50 The English Hymnal, No. 471. 

57 Although we proceed by different routes, this conclusion is not very different, even 
in its language, from Norman Pittcngcr’s understanding of Jesus as “the unique 
focus for a universal presence and operation ”—The Word Incarnate, p. 192. 
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ness” of Jesus Christ. Why is it in him rather than elsewhere that we claim 
to see the focus of Being? 

Partly, one can answer this question only by sayihg that this has in fact 
been the way things have turned out. The unique place of Jesus Christ is 
part of the givenness of history. Skeptics will say that this is just an acci¬ 
dent, but those who believe that history has a meaning and a goal will see 
the place of Jesus Christ as providential. And here again we have to re¬ 
mind ourselves that when we speak of Jesus Christ—or of any other per¬ 
son—we cannot mean simply the individual, Jesus of Nazareth, in isola¬ 
tion, for no individual exists apart from social relations. Each must be seen 
in a social and historical setting. The Christ-event which is said to be the 
focus of Being certainly has its center and origin in this particular person, 
Jesus Christ, but he is unintelligible apart from the whole complex of re¬ 
lationships which bind him to Israel, to the Church, to the entire human 
race, and it is this vast ongoing movement of spiritual transformation and 
renewal that has to be borne in mind when we consider the claim made 
for Christ. 

But could not similar claims be made for the founders of Buddhism and 
Islam? Here we must recall our earlier discussion of the religions and par¬ 
ticularly the recommendation of an attitude of “commitment and open¬ 
ness” on the part of the Christian toward other faiths. 59 Is it possible to 
make the tremendous claims for Jesus Christ that Christian faith and theol¬ 
ogy do make, and still be open to other faiths? Or if one does try to be 
open to the truth in other faiths, has not one secretly qualified the unique 
place that Christian faith ascribes to Jesus Christ? 

First of all, I would have to say that the word “unique” is not helpful 
in discussing this question. Not only Jesus Christ, but every person is 
unique, and therefore so is Mohammed and so is Gautama. The words “ab¬ 
solute” and “final” are equally unhelpful. Such words imply, as Troeltsch 
pointed out, “a knowledge of God that exhausts its essence and idea, that 
is withdrawn from all change and enrichment, that overleaps the bounds 
of history.” 60 Clearly, this runs counter to the stress laid throughout this 
book on man’s finite and unfinished condition and to his involvement in 
history, so that he can never stand outside of the historical process and see 
things from an absolute or godlike point of view. In place of the words 
rejected, I shall use the expression “definitive” for Jesus Christ as under- 


5i) See above, pp. 170-173. 
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stood in Christian faith. He is definitive in the sense that for Christians 
he defines in normative fashion both the nature of man (which he has 
brought to a new level) and the nature of God (for the divine Logos, ex¬ 
pressive Being, has found its fullest expression in him). This is an affirma¬ 
tion of faith, made from within history, and not an attempt to pronounce 
from some vantage point above history. As such, it is content to make an 
affirmation about Christ and to refrain from negative judgments concern- 
ing the truth in other faiths. It recognizes too that while Christ possesses 
fullness and a definitive status, our apprehension of that fullness is always 
imperfect. 

It was said above that what wc are calling the definitiveness of Jesus 
Christ is to be accepted as a given of history. However, more has to be 
said. Christ has been accepted as definitive because he has addressed men 
at the deepest level of conscience, where conscience is understood as man’s 
fundamental self-awareness as one summoned to an authentic personal and 
communal existence. Or, to put the matter in another and more theologi¬ 
cal way, Christ is recognized as the definitive fulfillment of that image of 
God of which all men are at least dimly aware as a given potentiality to¬ 
ward which they are called to transcend. In the words of one New Testa¬ 
ment writer, Christ is “the express image of God.” 01 

Attempts are sometimes made to specify Christ’s definitiveness more 
closely. Is it his self-giving love that causes men to confess that here is 
the express image of God? Or his freedom? Or his utter obedience to the 
Father in fulfilling his vocation? Or his spiritual creativity, his capacity 
for letting others be? Or, as Pannenberg has claimed, is it the fact of his 
resurrection that constitutes “the ground of his unity with God?” 02 

I do not think that one can point to some single characteristic and place 
all the weight on it by itself. Rather, one may say that in Jesus Christ there 
is an entire constellation, so to speak, of qualities which we recognize as 
constituting the essence of authentic personal being. In this sense, Pannen- 
berg’s stress on the resurrection is well taken, for resurrection includes the 
other qualities. We have seen that the concept of resurrection has, as an 
important part of its meaning, precisely the emergence of a new level of 
human and personal existence. 


ci Heb. 1:3. 
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S3- CHR1STOLOGY AND PARADOX 

From the very beginning of this study of theology we have been aware 
of the inescapable element of paradox that enters into all theological lan¬ 
guage, and so of the need for a dialectical method which allows for the 
possibility that every statement made may need to be corrected by a state¬ 
ment of apparently opposite tendency. Even in discussing the nature of 
man, we were very much aware of the tensions and oppositions. But the 
element of paradox reaches its highest pitch now that we have come to 
the doctrine of the God-man. “That God has existed in human form,” 
wrote Kierkegaard, “has been born, grown up and so forth, is surely the 
paradox sensu strictissimo, the absolute paradox.” 63 

The paradox cannot be dissolved; it is inherent in the attempt by finite 
minds to reflect on ultimate issues. But even so we have a duty to reflect 
as deeply as possible and to show, so far as we can, that the paradox is a 
dialectical conjunction of opposites and not sheer nonsense or irreconcil¬ 
able contradiction. So before we leave the subject of the person of Christ, 
we shall take up three aspects of the God-man paradox where the tensions 
seem most acute: particularity versus universality, historicity versus pre¬ 
existence, adoptionism versus incarnationism. 

We begin with the problem of particularity—or, as some might say, the 
scandal of particularity. Is it conceivable that if God had wished to grant 
a universal knowledge of himself, the bearer of the revelation could have 
been a particular man living at a particular time in a particular locality, 
with all the limitations that such particularity implies? To press the point 
further, could it have been this particular man, this Jesus of Nazareth, 
about whom we do not even have much in the way of clear historical in¬ 
formation? Many who have felt the scandal of particularity in this way 
have tried to resolve the problem in the same way as Kant and many other 
idealist philosophers. Acknowledging that a truth must first appear in a 
concrete instance, they have held that this is accidental, and that we can 
go on to grasp the truth in its universality, without further regard to the 
contingent circumstances of its first appearance. Thus the story of the his¬ 
torical incarnation of the Logos in Jesus Christ becomes the general truth 
of the unity of God and man, and the story itself is regarded as simply an 
illustration of the general truth, in the same way, let us say, as the story 
of Adam’s fall may be considered a useful myth illustrating the universal 
fallen condition of mankind. 
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But the inadequacy of such a solution has already become apparent to 
us in our earlier discussion of the historical Jesus. Christianity proclaims 
not an idealized possibility of existence but the appearance of the ideal in 
history, not just a Logos but the Logos made flesh. Furthermore, the par¬ 
ticular is not narrowly enclosed in its own particularity. We remind our¬ 
selves again that Jesus Christ is not understood in isolation but as the 
center of a whole nexus of events, and such a nexus has an inexhaustibility 
about it, so that it can become a paradigm for many other situations; but 
it does so precisely in its concreteness, and not by being turned into a 
general free-floating truth. The Christ-event has perhaps more claim than 
any other event or reality of any kind to be considered the “concrete uni¬ 
versal” of philosophers. Moreover, it is not clear whv the particular hap¬ 
penings inaugurating the Christian vision of the world should be consid¬ 
ered merely accidental or contingent. At least, this would be to ignore 
such New Testament statements as “when the time had fully come, God 
sent forth his Son.” 04 The implication of such a statement is that the 
Christ-event coincided with a tide in human affairs that gave to that event 
a universal dimension not evident to the casual observer. 

Of course, it might be replied that just this is the trouble—that the par¬ 
ticular intellectual climate prevailing at that time, including messianic 
expectations, ideas of incarnation, mystery religions and so on, gave birth 
to an interpretation of the life and death of Jesus Christ such as we would 
never dream of applying to him today. Perhaps there is some epistemo¬ 
logical confusion behind such statements, as if it were supposed that some¬ 
how there are “plain facts” about Jesus Christ that could be disengaged 
from the tradition so that we could consider them directly, or that there 
are universal norms of interpretation (presumably our own!) that are free 
from the tendentious slants that have conditioned the understanding be¬ 
longing to other particular historical eras. But leaving aside such con¬ 
fusions, one can agree that first-century categories do not provide an 
interpretative framework for the twentieth century. But is this not what 
theology and christology are about? We are trying to interpret today in 
categories of our own time the Christ who meets us only in the tradition, 
including the developments that have taken place since New Testament 
times. Also, we are trying to reach a contemporary interpretation in re¬ 
sponsible continuity with the tradition. Although the structuralist inter¬ 
pretation of myth developed by Lcvi-Strauss and his followers appears 
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to me to have many questionable features, I believe it has established that 
among all the relativities of particular tribes and circumstances, there are 
at work some stable universal structures of the human mind which persist 
through the many particular stories, and I think this fact is relevant when 
we consider the changes that have taken place in the Christian understand¬ 
ing of Jesus Christ. 

These paragraphs do not pretend to solve the paradox of particularity 
and universality, but they will serve their purpose if they have shown the 
need to keep both sides of the paradox in dialectical interplay. 

We turn next to another aspect of the christological paradox—the seem¬ 
ing contradiction between pre-existence and historicity. Is it only a seem¬ 
ing contradiction, or are the two ideas quite irreconcilable? 

The present desire among theologians to affirm beyond any doubt the 
true humanity of Jesus Christ and to be rid of the last traces of docetism 
has led some of them to reject any doctrine of pre-existence. But that is 
a pretty drastic step to take, for, as John Robinson has pointed out, belief 
in Christ’s pre-existence is “deeply embedded in the New Testament pre¬ 
sentation of Christ.” 65 All the major christological documents of the New 
Testament express the belief that Christ is the eternal Son who dwelt “in 
heaven” with the Father before he came to earth. Yet equally important 
for the New Testament is a belief in Christ’s true humanity; he was born, 
lived, and died at a definite period, and as against the docetics, the Church 
firmly held that this historicity of Jesus Christ was no mere appearance 
or illusion but a genuine segment of events on earth. But does not a belief 
in pre-existence make nonsense of these claims, so that one would have to 
say that Christ only seemed to be born, he only looked like a man, but 
was really an alien being, having no relevance to the human condition? 

It seems hardly adequate to say that Christ pre-existed as the divine 
Logos, while in his humanity, as Jesus of Nazareth, he was a being of time 
and history. The inadequacy of such an interpretation of the paradox lies 
in its separation of the divine and human in Christ, whereas the tradition 
is that in some sense the whole Christ pre-existed. On the other hand, 
there is little attraction in the elaborate speculation of Origen that the soul 
of Jesus (like all rational souls in Platonist philosophy) had existed from 
the beginning and was joined to the Logos. 00 But would it make sense to 
say that from the beginning of creation, the Logos has been coming to 
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expression in Jesus Christ, so that Christ has been present in creation from 
the beginning as its aim? He has been prefigured at every stage. This is 
to take the view that the universe is not only a “vale of soul-making” but 
has christhood as its goal. Or, alternatively, this is the extension of the idea 
of sacred history to the whole cosmic process. 

These considerations bring us at once to a closely related aspect of the 
paradox—the opposition between adoptionism and incarnationism as two 
fundamental types of christology. The terminology is not very satisfac¬ 
tory and there is bound to be a measure of anachronism in the usage, but 
it is convenient to use the term “adoptionism” for the type of christology 
which interprets the person of Christ as the raising of a human being to 
the level of deity, while “incarnationism” means the “descent” of God 
into a truly human existence. 

As John Knox has shown, the New Testament itself witnesses to a 
progression from adoptionism to incarnationism. 07 But the early preaching 
about the raising of the crucified Jesus to be Lord and Christ became 
more and more overshadowed by the fully incarnational theology, so that 
throughout most of the Church’s history incarnationism has had a com¬ 
pletely dominant place in the Church’s teaching, and adoptionism has been 
suspect as heresy. It can hardly be denied that the result was a loss of the 
sense of the true humanity of Christ and the rise of something like an 
unconscious docetism. 

In modern times, there has been a sharp reaction and an attempt to 
recover the full humanity of Christ. From the teaching of Schleiermacher 
that Christ is “the one in whom the creation of human nature, which 
up to this point had existed only in a provisional state, was perfected,” 08 
down to the present, there has been a steady stream of christological 
teaching that begins from the human Jesus rather than from the eternal 
Logos. But now the danger is that the truths of incarnationism may be lost 
or obscured, and in the last resort it is incarnationism rather than adop¬ 
tionism that offers the profounder interpretation. 

The two views are not finally opposed. Each requires and corrects the 
other, and either of them in isolation produces distortion. My own ap¬ 
proach in this chapter has been frankly the approach from below, from 
the human Jesus, and it could not be otherwise in a theology which seeks 
to apply the existential method seriously and consistently. Yet that ap- 
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proach has been made with the understanding that adoptionism, when 
considered in depth, cannot fail to complete itself in incarnationism, pre¬ 
cisely as happened in the New Testament. For how could a man be raised 
to deity unless God had already descended in humility into him? This is 
what was meant when it was said above that “from first to last, this is the 
work of Being”; and these words in turn echo St. Paul: “All this is from 
God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself.” 09 

But although we end with a full doctrine of incarnation, the paradox re¬ 
mains, and the path to that doctrine is an existential and anthropological 
one. As Pannenber<j has remarked, “All christolosacal considerations tend 
toward the side of the incarnation. It can, however, only constitute the 
conclusion of christology. If it is put instead at the beginning, all christo- 
logical concepts are given a mythological tone.” 70 

Any study of the person of Christ must remain to some extent artificial 
until we have gone on to consider his work. Although the incarnation is 
from first to last a work of God, it implies also the full coworking of this 
truly human person, Jesus of Nazareth, tempted like other men, yet “obe¬ 
dient unto death, even death on a cross.” 71 We must now study more 
closely this obedient work, by which Christ has opened up for all men a 
new potentiality for being. 


C!>II Cor. 5:18. 

70 Jesus—God and Alan, p. 279. 
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54 - PRELIMINARY REMARKS ON THE WORK OF CHRIST 
Throughout our discussion of the doctrine of the person of Christ, stress 
was laid on the need to relate this to his work, and at the end of the last 
chapter we were pointed to a fuller inquiry into the work of Christ. The 
doctrines of the person of Christ and of the work of Christ are really in¬ 
separable, and are simply aspects of the Church’s single confession of 
Christ as Lord and Word. Existentialist theologians like Bultmann and 
Gogarten who make the confession of Christ’s deity a consequence of the 
experience of his saving work are right in so far as they are protesting 
against any abstract speculation about the person of Christ; but they are 
wrong if they permit the question of christology to be entirely swallowed 
up in that of soteriology. Thus, while we have acknowledged the existen¬ 
tial dimension in the doctrine of the person of Christ, we have tried not 
to evade the ontological question, and it is only after our exploration of 
this question that we now turn specifically to the doctrine of the work of 
Christ. 

Just as we cannot separate the two doctrines of the person and the 
work, so, when we turn to the doctrine of Christ’s work, we may not 
separate his life and his death. Already in introducing the theme of the 
incarnation, we spoke of this in connection with God’s reconciling work. 
Frequently, however, when one speaks of “reconciliation,” or still more 
of “atonement,” in Christian theology, there is a tendency to think al¬ 
most exclusively of Christ’s death. The cross does, of course, occupy the 
central place in the doctrine of the atonement, but the cross cannot be 
understood apart from the life which it ended. Already in the New 
Testament we can see the difference of emphasis betwen St. John, with 
his stress on the incarnation, and St. Paul, with his stress on the atoning 
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death. St. John sets before us the presence of God in the incarnate Word, 
who can say: “The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life.” 1 
St. Paul, on th e oth er hand , preaches Christ as crucified and risen, and as 
having changed the human situation by his death and resurrection. Some 
jj of the early Greek fathers virtually equate incarnation and atonement.. In 
j r> Western theology, ho wever, it is the death that atones, and in St. Anselm’s 
> famous theory, it is the death alone that constitutes the “satisfaction.” We 
^ must try to avoid any separation of the life and death. Our attention will 
indeed be focused on the death of the cross, but only because this is the 
finish and culmination of Christ’s work. It has its significance only in the 
context of Christ’s life as its climax and summation. 

In an earlier section, we outlined some of the outstanding “moments” 
or “mysteries” in the career of Jesus, as depicted in the gospels. Among 
these was his passion, but the passion narrative is of such importance in 
the gospels and is told in such detail that it could be subdivided itself into 
a series of “moments” or “mysteries” that seemed specially significant to 
the evangelists. I shall not attempt to analyze these moments of the pas¬ 
sion story in even the brief fashion that was attempted in the case of the 
major moments in the whole story of Christ’s life, but I shall mention the 
more important, and make just a few comments. It will be understood 
that these “moments” in the passion story are like the others we have con¬ 
sidered. Some of them undoubtedly have an historical basis, but they have 
all been theologically colored and some of them have been elaborated in 
legendary or mythological directions, or have been adapted to fulfilling 
supposed messianic prophecies in the Old Testament. 

Confining ourselves to the last few hours of Christ’s life, we may say 
that the principal “moments” in the drama of the passion were: the agony 
in the garden; the betrayal and arrest; the trial and scourging; the cruci¬ 
fixion; the burial; and (although it does not appear in the canonical gos¬ 
pels) there may be added the descent into hell. 

For the most part, these incidents in the passion story and the sayings 
which they contain (such as the “Seven Words from the Cross”) present 
in an intensified form the same aspects of Christ as we found presented in 
the earlier series of incidents taken from his whole career. Again we are 
presented with a human figure seen in depth, so that the divine presence 
and action in him may become perceptible. Perhaps two motifs are espe¬ 
cially prominent. One is obedience; this comes out strongly in the incident 


1 John 6:63. 





The Work of Christ 


3'3 


of the agony in the garden, which stands at the beginning of the passion 
drama much as the story of the temptations stands at the beginning of 
Jesus’ public ministry, and these two “moments” have much in common. 

B ut of cou rse the note of obedience continues to be struck throughout 
the remaining scenes of the passion, s o that at e very point one has the /( / ] 
impression t hat although this is a human drama with human actors, it is, / * 
also a divine drama in which God is the sole actor. Jesus obediently ful- • • 
fills the divine will, and is ‘ delivered up. according to the definite plan f 
and foreknowledge of God.” 2 The other prominent motif is that of abso- 


V 


lute self-giving, and this, as we have already seen, is how Jesus manifests 
the essential activity of God on the human level. This second motif too 
runs through all the moments of the passion, and perhaps culminates in 
that mythical thought of the descent into hell, which is paradoxically also 
the ascent to God. 

Thus, in a manner, the death and passion present us in concentrated 
and heightened form with the same traits as are exhibited in the whole 
career of Jesus Christ, as he is depicted in the gospels, and so the death, 
though the center of his work, is continuous with his life. But how can 
we think of it as somehow affecting a reconciliation or atonement? For us 
in the twentieth century, it seems to be just an event of long ago, perhaps 
interesting and inspiring, but not specifically affecting us. How could we 
possibly think of it as vitally altering our situation in the world? Did it 
even make any great difference to the people who were living at the time 
of the crucifixion? Even if we were disposed to acknowledge that this life 
can be understood as something like an incarnation or coming together of 
the divine and the human, is this not just an isolated instance, a sport that 
history has thrown up and that becomes less and less important as it re¬ 
cedes into the past? At any rate, it is very hard to see how it could be a 
“saving” event for people today. 

It must be said that one is not much helped in answering such questions 
by the insistence (especially common among Protestant theologians) on 
the “once-for-all” character of Christ’s saving work, and above all of his 
death on the cross. There is, of course, a “once-for-all” character in any 
event of history. It happens on a particular datable occasion, and we have 
agreed that it is important to maintain this link with factual world history 
when discussing the theological significance of Jesus Christ. But it is not 
the datable occurrence, the bare “fact” that could have been observed 
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by anyone there at the time, that is of interest to faith and theology. It is 
rather this fact as seen in depth, as revelatory and providential event, as 
the vehicle for God’s acting. When the event is understood in this way, 
it acquires a new dimension that does not indeed take it out of the series of 
datable happenings but that relates it also to the activity of God, who is 
at once stable and dynamic. We must recall our earlier discussion about 
reconciliation and historical revelation, in which we saw that reconcilia¬ 
tion is not a separate or later activity of God but is present in all his activ¬ 
ity . 3 Lest we be tempted to construct too elaborate a theory of atonement, 
or to suppose that some particularly complex historical happening was 
necessary for God to be able to accept men, we should call to mind 
Christ’s own parable of the prodigal who finds the father willing to re¬ 
ceive him, though there is no special machinery to make possible a recon¬ 
ciliation, and still less is there any demand that the son should give his as¬ 
sent to a doctrine of atonement . 4 5 6 The first step toward salvation is taken 
when the son becomes aware of the disorder of his own existence, so that, 
as was indicated earlier, wherever there is awareness of sin, there is no 
total depravity, for such awareness is not itself sin but a turning from it/’ 
JButjthq father, in turn, d oes not ne ed to be placated; before the son “c ame 
to himself,” the father was already awaiting and desiring his return; he 
sees him at a distance, and is already on his way to meet him and bring 
him home. This parable stresses the unchanging character of God’s atti¬ 
tude and work, which is always one of reconciliation. It is necessary in¬ 
deed that some particular historical event should bring to light in a signal 
way “the mystery hidden for ages and generations,” c _but no historical 
event changes God’s attitude, or makes him from a wrathful God into a 
gracious God, or allows his reconciling work to get started—such thoughts 
are utterly to be rejected. 

But how then are we to think of this signal event of Christ’s saving 
work so that we can fully recognize it as the high-water mark of God’s 
providential activity, and yet at the same time acknowledge_that this ac- 
tivity has never been wanting and that God’s reconciliation is eqjuipri- 
mordial with his creation? The Church has never formulated a doctrine of 
the atonement with the same precision with which it has tried to define 
the person of Christ. Instead, we find several explanatory models that 

3 See above, p. 269. 
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have developed side bv side. Even in the New Testament, a considerable 
variety of ways of understanding the atoning work of Christ is to be 
found . 7 Sometimes these have been developed into rival theories, and the 
history of theologv has not been without instances of bitter debate over 
the “correct” doctrine. But models, after all, are not theories; that is to 
say, they are not intended to be precise conceptual accounts. Perhaps some 
models would turn out to be incompatible with one another, but we have 
also to be open to the possibility that one model may be needed to com¬ 
plement another, and that this complementing may take place in a para¬ 
doxical way, since any model has to be both affirmed and denied. I have 
always admired Cranmer’s wisdom when he talks inclusively of the “sacri¬ 
fice, oblation and satisfaction.” 8 

These remarks are not to be taken as implying that we must find room 
for all the models of the atonement that have been used in Christian theol¬ 
ogy, or even for all that are found in the New Testament. Here, as else¬ 
where, some symbols are more adequate than others, while a few symbols 
-that have been used are so inadequate and can be so easily pervert ed and 
made mislea ding that they had better be rejected altogether. One model 
that, as it seems to me, has usually been developed in such a way that it 
becomes sub-Christian in its thought of God and its idea of reconciliation, 
is the notion of substitutionary punishment, the thought that Christ was 
punished by the Father for the sins of men and in the place of men. It is 
true that some passages in St. Paul might seem to support such an inter¬ 
pretation of Christ’s work, but they can be taken in a different sense, and 
Taylor, for instance, maintains that “St. Paul does not hold a theory of 
vicarious punishment.” n Other scattered passages in the New Testament 
might lend stronger support, and, of course, the idea of vicarious punish¬ 
ment has had considerable importance in the history of the doctrine of 
the atonement, especially in Calvinism and fundamentalist evangelicalism. 
But this view of the atonement, as it has usually been expressed, is an ex¬ 
ample of the kind of doctrine which, even if it could claim support from 
the Bible or the history of theology, would still have to be rejected be¬ 
cause of the affront which it offers to reason and conscience. I do not wish 
to deny that there are some points in this particular interpretation of the 
atonement that have value—for instance, its stress on the costliness of 
atoning work. Yet I should think that its more valuable insights are con- 

7 Cf. Vincent Taylor, The Atonement in New Testament Teaching. 
s Book of Conmion Prayer , The Order for Holy Communion. 

9 Op. cit p. 127. 
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served in related but more adequate models of the atonement, such as the 
model of sacrifice, of which we shall have more to say. 

Many of the traditional models are so deeply involved in the mythology 
or religious practices of another age that they cannot be accepted as they 
stand. But they should not be rejected without further consideration, for 
it is possible that when demythologized they can yield important insights. 

The traditional division of views of the atonement into “objective” and 
“subjective” is unsatisfactory. The objective views were supposed to rec¬ 
ognize an atonement outside of man and independent of him. The model 
might be that of a “sacrifice,” or possibly a “satisfaction,” offered to the 
Father by the Son, and winning for the human race forgiveness and a 
new life. Over against such views, the subjective interpretations concen¬ 
trated rather on the impression and influence that the life and death of 
Jesus had exercised upon men, who responded to this manifestation of 
love by becoming loving themselves. But we have already seen in our con¬ 
sideration of theological language that the assertions of faith are neither 
objective nor subjective, but combine elements of both objectivity and 
subjectivity, or, better expressed, transcend the subject-object distinction. 
What is true of the assertions of faith is true a fortiori of the assertions of 
theology. Thus there could be no satisfactory view of the atonement that 
was purely objective, any more than there could be an acceptable sub¬ 
jective view. 

Objective views of the atonement do not sufficiently stress the existen¬ 
tial dimension. Man cannot be saved as, let us sav, a burning building can 
be saved, by an action that is entirely external to him. This would be to 
make the whole matter subpersonal. Man is saved only in so far as Jie 
responds to and appropriates into his existence the saving activity that is 
directed toward him. S o we must criticize any attempt to represent the 
atonement as a “transaction” that goes on outside of those who are at 
Stake in the matter.. This does not mean that the extent of atonement is 
measurable in terms of explicit and conscious awareness of it. It may be 
that the atonement is already potentially accomplished for men who have 
never given the matter a thought, but it is only fulfilled and becomes 
“atonement” in the full sense as it is consciously appropriated. Still another 
fault of the objective view is that it tends to be backward-looking—this is 
connected with undue emphasis on the “once-for-all.” So we get the stress 
laid on what John McLeod Campbell called the “retrospective aspect” of 
atonement (the mainly negative aspect of a deliverance from sin and pun¬ 
ishment) and neglect of what Campbell himself wished to stress—the “pro- 



The Work of Christ \ 5/7 

spective aspect” of atonement as n continuing work that has a primarily 
future and affirmative direction, “referring to the good it bestows.” ,f> 

On the other hand, the subjective view is also open to serious criticism. 
Even though it is insisted that love is awakened in man only in response 
to God’s love as exhibited in Christ, one has the impression that the “sub¬ 
jective” theories never really get beyond the notion of an imitatio Christi. 
A supreme example of love is given in Christ, and we are to follow it. 
This takes no account of what we know as the impotence of the human 
will, nor does it sufficiently recognize the “escalation” of sin in human 
society and the problem of trying to reverse the prevailing trends. The 
subjective view, while right in seeing that atonement must be understood 
in personal terms and so as influencing man’s way of life as a result of 
his own acceptance of reconciliation, misses the dimension of grace that 
takes the initiative and works in the very being of man, not indeed to take 
away his responsibility but to enable him to fulfill the demands which he 
accepts. 

So while there are elements of truth in both the objective and subjec¬ 
tive views of atonement, we must look for a model that will transcend the 
distinction, and unite the truth in the apparently conflicting points of 
view. If we recall the traditional threefold office of Christ as prophet, 
priest, and king, and if we think of the prophetic office as finding expres¬ 
sion chiefly in the subjective view of his work (his moral influence) and 
the priestly office as finding expression in the objective view (and espe¬ 
cially in the sacrificial model), then perhaps it is to his kingly office that 
we must look for an understanding of his work that will embrace the 
other two and overcome the division between subjective and objective 
views on the matter. Christ’s kingly office has found expression chiefly 
in the so-called “classic” view of atonement. This view was in fact the 
prevailing interpretation of the doctrine of Christ’s work for a thousand 
years, before the split between “objective” and “subjective” views ap¬ 
peared with the divergent theories of St. Anselm and Pierre Abelard. In 
recent years, this classic view of atonement has been rescued from oblivion 
and its merits brilliantly vindicated by Gustaf Aulcn. n It seems to me to 
offer the most promising basis for a contemporary statement of the work 
of Christ, and to the consideration of this classic view we shall now turn. 


10 The Nature of the Atonement, p. 4. 
31 Cf. Christus Victor. 
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A 

5f. THE CLASSIC VIEW OF ATONEMENT 

To express the matter briefly, the classic view of the atonement sees the 
work of Christ, finish ed on the cross, as a victory over all the powers that 
enslave man, and so a deliverance from them. And perhaps it sh<>tfld be 
added that this victory is always to be understood as God’s victory. 

The expression “the work of Christ finished on the cross” has been 
taken from Aulen, and it is worth quoting his own statement of why this 
expression is used. “It is intended to indicate the central place which the 
cross has in Christian faith, and also to emphasize that the cross must be 
seen in connection with the whole life of Christ. The cross summarizes 
the totality of his life and work.” 12 This statement of Aulen is entirely in 
agreement with our own remarks in the opening paragraphs of this chapter. 

The classic view of atonement is already clearly expressed in the New 
Testament. There we see the work of Jesus portrayed as a battle against 
the demons that afflict the life of man. His finished work on the cross is 
his complete triumph over these demonic, enslaving powers. St. Paul tells 
us that God “has delivered us from the kingdom of darkness and trans¬ 
ferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son.” 13 He has abolished the 
claim of these dark powers over us: “this he set aside, nailing it to the 
cross.” 14 And he has thus utterly discomfited them, and taken away their 
power over man: “He disarmed the principalities and powers and made 
a public example of them, triumphing over them in him.” 15 The model of 
struggle, victory, and triumph comes through clearly, and this model is 
developed (sometimes by way of fantastic elaborations) in patristic theol¬ 
ogy. The main outline, however, remains constant. Man has fallen into the 
grip of dark powers; Christ comes into this situation, and battles against 
these powers; with his cross comes the overwhelming victory, bringing 
deliverance and new life to man. 

One defect in Aulen’s rehabilitation of the classic view of atonement 
was his failure to come to grips with the mythological background of the 
principalities and powers. However, our own earlier remarks on sin pro¬ 
vide us with a way of demythologizing the classic view of atonement. 
We agreed that the root sin is idolatry. This is what enslaves man, and 
estranges him from his true being, from his neighbor, and from God. But 
we saw also that to worship an idol (or to make an ultimate co ncern 

12 The Faith of the Christian Church, p. 224. 

13 Col. 1:13. 

14 Col. 2:14. 

15 Col. 2: ij. 



The Work of Christ | 5/5/ 

of some thing that is jiot ultimate , in the terminology of Paul Tillich) is 
precisely to give to it a demonic power. A profound truth lies behind the 
belief of ancient Christians that an idol is not just nothing, but a demon; 
for the idol, in so far as it has become the focus of a distorted existential 
concern, reacts by further distorting, enslaving, and finally destroying the 
being of the person who has given it allegiance. The identification of idols 
and demons had already taken place back in Old Testament times: “They 
sacrificed to demons which were no gods, to gods they had never known, 
to new gods that had come in of late, whom your fathers had never 
dreaded. You were unmindful of the Rock that begot you, and you forgot 
the God who gave you birth.” 16 This is precisely the forgetting of Be¬ 
ing, the exaltation of the beings above Being; an idolatrous worship of the 
beings which in turn have enslaved us and react upon us with demonic 
effect. It is surely not being overpessimistic to see this state of affairs as 
specially characteristic of the technological era, when indeed “new gods 
have come in of late.” 

How then does Christ obtain his victory? Here we may recall his temp¬ 
tations, especially the third one, when he rejects making worldly power 
his ultimate concern, and this is equated with worshipping Satan. The re¬ 
jection of this temptation runs through his career. He will not enslave 
himself to any idol, but acknowledges only the Father’s authority. This 
is the motif of obedience, which we saw to be central to the passion. But 
to refuse to idolize any being (whether worldly beings or one’s own be¬ 
ing or even humanity) is to deprive that being of any possibility of ac¬ 
quiring demonic power. It is to break the dominion of the demons, and to 
put them to flight. This Christ finally does in giving himself utterly in the 
passion and death. Here we come to the other motif of self-giving, which 
we also affirmed to be central in the story of the passion. One’s own self 
is the last idol, and to give even oneself unreservedly is indeed to have 
become like God and to have vanquished the last demon. The death of 
Christ on the cross is continuous with his life and mission, but it is the 
signal climax by which his work completes itself. This work is the over¬ 
coming of the enslavements, distortions, and alienations to which man 
falls victim through idolatry—evils so great that he rightly calls them 
demonic, for they have escalated beyond his control. At the same time, 
this work is the opening up of a new possibility of existence, an existence 
oriented toward Being, sustained by the grace of Being, and made capable 

1G Dcut. 32:17-18. 
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of self-giving love. In other words, the affirming activity of Being, opera¬ 
tive in the whole providential work of God and especially in this culmi¬ 
nating providential work of the cross, sustains and establishes the beings in 
face of the threat of their dissolution into nothing. 

The classic view of atonement gathers up in itself the most important 
elements in both the subjective and objective views, thus transcending 
them. Although subjective and objective accounts are by themselves in¬ 
adequate and misleading, they both make useful contributions toward un¬ 
derstanding the atonement when they are brought into relation to the 
classic view and treated as supplementary models. 

In so far as the classic view shows us a life of perfect obedience, over¬ 
coming every temptation to idolatry and remaining faithful even to the 
cross, it includes the subjective view. It holds up to us this life as the 
paradigm of human existence and appeals for the response of a like obe¬ 
dience. It might even be said in some sense to move men to obedience, 
and perhaps as they meditate on this life, its image gains a hold upon them 
and influences the character of their existence. But perhaps any great ex¬ 
ample can do this, and by and large, the subjective side can be only part 
of the doctrine of atonement. It hardly gets beyond the notion of an 
imitatio Christi, and while this is true so far as it goes, it does not go far 
enough to meet man’s trapped and impotent condition in his fallen society. 

But surely the classic view also includes an objective side. The self¬ 
giving of Christ is continuous with the self-giving of God, and the whole 
work of atonement is God’s. The model of sacrifice is particularly relevant 
here. The priestly type of religion in the Old Testament differs from the 
prophetic type precisely in asserting that something needs to be done for 
man, something that he is powerless to do for himself in response to the 
demands of God upon him. Even if priestly religion often fell into super¬ 
stition and deserved the strictures of the prophets, it nevertheless held to a 
truth which the prophets overlooked. Thus the Epistle to the Hebrews 
rightly sees the work of Christ as continuous with the old sacrificial wor¬ 
ship of Israel. We need not try to work out the details of the analogy or 
its elements of appropriateness and inappropriateness. Let it be simply 
said that the self-giving of Christ, understood as the new sacrifice in which 
priest and victim are one and the same, brings God’s constant self-giving 
for his creation right into the creation. Here that absolute self-giving, 
which is of the essence of God, has appeared in history in the work of 
Jesus Christ, and this is a work on behalf of man, a work of grace. It not 
only makes a demand (as an example does) but it lays hold on the human 
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race, empowers a change of direction, brings the dynamic activity of God 
into the midst of human society. But this objective element is completely 
safeguarded in the classic view of atonement. 

Christ the king, who wins his victory over the enslaving forces, is also 
Christ the prophet who gives us the “example” 17 of obedience, but still 
more he is the priest who utterly gives himself as sacrificial victim and 
thereby brings right into human history the reconciling activity of God 
in a new and decisive manner. 

But even if we allow that a demythologized version of the classic view 
of atonement can provide us with a way of representing the work of 
Christ that seems both adequate and intelligible, some stubborn questions 
still remain. After two thousand years, are the results of this victory par¬ 
ticularly apparent? We talked of a “finished work,” but in many ways it 
would seem far from finished, for men are apparently just as much en¬ 
slaved as ever. Again, while we have talked of Christ’s victory as being 
also both an example and a sacrifice, and have tried in this way to relate it 
to the life of mankind in general, all this still remains obscure. The notion 
of a mere example is quite unsatisfactory, but have we really got beyond 
this by introducing the model of sacrifice? Clearly, we had no intention 
of thinking of the sacrifice as a kind of propitiation of the Father—this 
would take us back into the already rejected ideas of an “objective trans¬ 
action” between Father and Son. The notion of sacrifice, however, was 
needed to stress the costliness of atonement, and that this cost is paid by 
God who holds the initiative throughout. But although this allows us to 
talk of something being done on behalf of man, it is still not clear how 
this happens. We must look for answers to some of these questions. 

56. THE ATONEMENT AS TURNING-POINT 
Mention was made above of John McLeod Campbell’s stress on the pro¬ 
spective view of the atonement as an event still going on and still moving 
toward a fulfillment, rather than as merely a “once-for-all” event of the 
past. This was only part of his attempt to break out of the impersonal 
legalistic categories of so much traditional teaching about the atonement 
toward a more personal or existential understanding of the whole matter. 

At the heart of his teaching was his attempt to give “depth of meaning 
to the expression ‘a sacrifice for sin’ ” or to interpret the sacrifice as “a 

17 Cf. Book of Common Prayer, Collect for Palm Sunday. 
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moral and spiritual expiation.” Attention is shifted from the actual physi¬ 
cal death and suffering of Jesus to their inward significance. Campbell 
found this significance in “a perfect repentance for all the sin of man, a 
perfect sorrow, a perfect contrition.” 18 

Such a perfect repentance and sorrow can be understood as a turning 
a turning in and for mankind away from sin and alienation into unity 
with God. This, of course, is continuous with the whole career of Jesus, 
but it reaches its climax in the passion, which brings a new and painful 
awareness of the depth of sin in human life but brings also that ultimate 
self-giving of Jesus, and we have seen that this can be understood as the 
consummation of his unity with the Father. 

When we think in this way, then we direct our attention not so much 
to the death on the cross as to the agony in the garden as the clue to the 
meaning of the passion. For this is the moment of fundamental decision, 
like the temptations at the beginning of Jesus’ career. It is also the mo¬ 
ment of extreme anguish, when he was “greatly distressed and troubled” 
and told his disciples, “My soul is very sorrowful, even to death.” iy 
Whatever might happen after this time of agony, as the drama moved to¬ 
ward the moment of death, would depend increasingly on factors like 
physical stamina. But in this moment of inward anguish lies the “moral and 
spiritual expiation,” when, in the context of sin and against the pull of sin, 
Jesus makes his act of submission and self-giving. Christians think of the 
cross and passion of Christ as the great turning-point of history, and this 
is justified because in Christ there was this decisive turning to the Father. 
There had emerged a new righteousness that had proved stronger than sin, 
and this leads us back for a moment to the classic view of the atonement 
as struggle and victory, and links that way of understanding it with the 
idea of costly and painful sacrifice. 

In these paragraphs we have seen how the understanding of atonement 
as victory over the powers of evil can be deepened and filled out by at¬ 
tending to the sacrifice model, with its emphasis on the price paid for the 
victory. But we have tried to do this in a way that is thoroughly personal 
and avoids any quasi-legal or quasi-magical understandings of sacrifice, 
propitiation, satisfaction, and the like. We have, I think, remained true to 
the parable of the prodigal son who repents and is received by the father 
without the need for any elaborate machinery of reconciliation. Further, 

ls The Nature of the Atoneinent , p. 137. 

10 Mark 14:33-34. 


< 
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by seeing the atonement as a turning-point rather than an event complete 
and finished in itself, we are allowing for its continuing significance. 

Of course, neither Campbell’s teaching on the atonement nor the way 
I have developed it is free from problems. How can one man sorrow or 
repent for the sins of others? How can he represent them in a matter of 
deep personal responsibility? These questions will call for further study, 
but we can remind ourselves here that sin has its corporate dimension and 
that everyone should repent of those corporate sins, even if he is not him¬ 
self directly and personally responsible for them. So it is not fanciful to 
think of Christ sorrowing and repenting over the sins of the race. On the 
other side, as we have said so often, Christ himself is to be understood 
not just as the individual Jesus of Nazareth but already as the begin¬ 
ning of a new community into which individuals arc constantly being 
“incorporated.” 

A more serious objection, perhaps, comes from New Testament critics 
who would challenge any attempt to speak of the personal or inner life 
of Jesus and who would tell us that we cannot know how he understood 
his own passion and death. It is interesting to recall that the first great 
skeptical critic of modern times, Samuel Reimarus, made precisely the 
point that the New Testament interpretation of the death of Jesus is 
false. According to him, Jesus went up to Jerusalem not to die, but to 
launch an armed revolt against the Romans. When this failed, he died a 
disappointed and disillusioned man, as witness the cry of dereliction from 
the cross. 20 

Reimarus’ thesis cannot stand, nor any of the variations on it by more 
recent writers. It contradicts everything we know of Jesus’ teaching, and 
is contradicted in turn by the behavior of Jesus’ first disciples who were 
not revolutionaries or nationalists but, on the contrary, renounced vio¬ 
lence and sought to break down ethnic barriers. Nevertheless, Reimarus’ 
exaggerated thesis points to a more moderate criticism of the traditional 
belief concerning Jesus’ understanding of his death. T ha t traditional be¬ 
lief, found already in the gospels, shows him as foreseeing in detail his 
passion, crucifixion, and resurrection. There can be little doubt that the 
evangelists have read back into the events their later understanding of 
them as all happening according to the plan of God. But what was all 
clear in retrospect would not be at all clear in prospect. There would be 
something unreal about Jesus if we thought of him acting out, as it were, 


20 Fragments, p. 145#. 
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a part according to a script already written. This would contradict what 
we have learned already about his vocation—indeed, it wo uld contradict 
his genuine humanity. It may be that Jesus went up to Jerusalem hoping 
that things would turn out very differently from the way they did. But 
there must have come that moment when he finally realized that faithful¬ 
ness to his vocation meant death, and when he accepted that, and it is that 
moment that is represented to us in the mystery of the agony in the 
garden. Like the other mysteries, this one is partly recollection, partly 
interpretation, and both of these strands constitute its theological signifi¬ 
cance and truth. 

But now we must pursue further the questions of how Christ’s atoning 
work and victory over evil can be appropriated today and how they can 
extend to the multitudes of human beings. 


51 ■ THE ATONEMENT AND ITS APPLICATION 
There is a sense in which one could say that the remainder of this book 
will be devoted to answering the questions raised at the end of the pre¬ 
ceding section, for in our discussion of the Christian life, of the last things, 
and of the working out of Christian faith in the ordered life of the 
Church, we shall be trying to set forth in all these areas the significance 
and relevance of God’s presence and work in Christ. But for the present, 
we shall indicate briefly how one might answer the two major points 
posed in the questions—how the victory and the reconciliation which it is 
said to have accomplished are relevant two thousand years after the event; 
and how the work of Christ is extended to the wider life of mankind in 
general. 

The first question, the one about the extension of Christ’s work in time, 
is answered by pointing to the paradoxical character that belongs to any 
great creative event in history. In one sense, it is an event that happened 
at a given time in the past (it is, in this sense, “once-for-all”). Yet in an¬ 
other sense, the more the event is genuinely creative, the more it is an 
event that is continually being made present again, so that it happens, not 
literally or factually, but none the less truly over and over again in the 
experiences of those who have made it part of their history. Some events 
in history open up new possibilities of existence; but these possibilities re¬ 
main open only so long as these events are genuinely appropriated by 
those who come after, and the primordial expansion of the existential 
horizons takes place again. Such events are called by Nietzsche “monu- 
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mental,” by Heidegger “authentic repeatable possibilities,” by Bultmann, 
with an eye especially to the work of Christ, “eschatological.” They are 
events in which some signal disclosure of existence or Being has taken 
place, and which continue to be re-presented in such a way that the dis¬ 
closure still takes place, and likewise the commitment associated with it. 
To believe in the cross of Christ, that is to say, to accept it as a saving or 
atoning work, is well described by Bultmann as “to make the cross of 
Qirist our own.” 21 This means to relive the cross in our own experience 
in t he sense of following Christ in his rejection of idolatry and his obedi¬ 
ence to the demand for self-giving. Incidentally, it may be noted that 
Bultmarin’s usual ways of talking about the work of Christ place him 
very much in the tradition of the classic view of atonement, mediated, no 
doubt, through Luther. 

The thought of the cross as eschatological event, at once past and pres¬ 
ent and capable of becoming present again and again, helps us to under¬ 
stand how the work of Christ is not tied to the moment of its occurrence 
in world history, but is as continuous as that reconciling work of God 
which it expresses. Our earlier remarks on history had, of course, prepared 
the way for this. But we must not exaggerate the extent to which this 
idea of the eschatological or authentic, repeatable event can help. We still 
seem to be left with something like an imitatio Christi. 

Here I think we must say that the eschatological event, in so far as it is 
a disclosure of Being, has a revelatory and gracious character, in the sense 
that it is an event in which Being itself acts. The difficult problem of how 
to reconcile the initiative of God (Being) in salvation with the responsi¬ 
bility of man will occupy us further in the next chapter. But for the pres¬ 
ent, let us recognize in the work of Christ (both the “once-for-all” event 
and its “representations”) the work also of the Holy Spirit as unitive 
Being, so that the event is an event of grace, working in those whom it 
addresses and making possible their response of faith. 

The way in which the event gets extended in time shows also the way 
in which we must look for the victory and liberation in our time. We 
must not be misled by the mythological language of a triumph over 
the principalities and powers, as if some objectively existing demons had 
been destroyed by Christ two thousand years ago, so that they would 
never trouble man again. If the demonic is simply the escalated evil that 
springs from idolatry, then man is continually threatened by the demonic, 


21 Kerygma and Myth, p. 36. 
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and the victory must be won over and over again, precisely by making 
Christ’s cross our own.” Jesus himself is reported to have talked of the 
need for the disciple to take up the cross. 22 Empowered by the unitive 
Being of the Holy Spirit operating through the revelatory event of the 
cross, the disciple commits himself in faith, that is to say, rejects the temp¬ 
tations of idolatry and gives himself in love. 

We have still to deal with the other main question—how the work of 
Christ is extended to the mass of mankind. It is perhaps fair to claim 
that this question has been partly answered in the answering of the ques¬ 
tion about extension in time, for we have shown how the victory of Christ 
is repeated in the lives of the disciples. But in our answer to the first ques¬ 
tion, we followed Bultmann pretty closely, and it can hardly be denied 
that his account suffers from being too individualistic. We have seen in an 
earlier discussion of sin that this is more than individual disobedience or 
disorientation, and has a social character; in the same way, reconciliation 
must aim at the human race as a whole, and at the overcoming of sin in its 
communal dimensions. When we talked of the sinlessness of Christ, we 
agreed that this must not be interpreted in a way that would separate him 
from the rest of mankind, for this would destroy the possibility of his 
being a true mediator. But interpreting sinlessness in an affirmative way, 
we claimed that it could be understood as an overcoming and reversing 
of the tendency toward sin that operates in human society. While this 
victory was won by the single person, Jesus Christ, his final obedience was 
precisely the utter giving up of himself. This was the founding of the 
Christian community, though just as we have thought of the incarnation 
and the work of Christ as a process rather than an instantaneous happen¬ 
ing, so we may think of the coming into being of the community as also 
a process, and even as a simultaneous process. This new community which 
itself began with the incarnation and with Christ’s victory over the powers 
of sin and evil is the ever-expanding center in which Christ’s reconciling 
work continues. 

We have said that reconciliation aims at the human race as a whole. 
It is as wide as creation, and potentially all men are embraced within its 
outreach. This may not mean that all men must explicitly accept the par¬ 
ticular symbols of the Christian revelation. We have already made clear 
our conviction that other faiths too have a revelation that comes from the 
one God, and that can be therefore only a revelation that likewise leads to 


22 Mark 8:34. 
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reconciliation. “In the early Christian centuries,” writes R. C. Zaehner, 
“the catholic Church rejoiced to build into herself whatever in paganism 
she found compatible with and adaptable to the revelation of which she 
deemed herself to be the depository.” 2:i Perhaps it is even more necessary 
that we should be prepared to do this in the contemporary world. With¬ 
out in any way taking away from the historical and eschatological work 
of Christ, we can recognize its continuity and kinship with that universal 
reconciling work of God in all creation, a work that has as its goal the 
gathering of all creaturely beings into a commonwealth of love. 

Thus the work of Christ, finished on the cross, while in one sense a 
“once-for-all” event of history, is at the same time an event for all times, 
an eschatological event that continues in the community of faith. It fo¬ 
cuses and spearheads the universal reconciling work of God, a work that 
is inseparable from his creating on the one hand, and from his consummat¬ 
ing on the other. 


23 Christianity and Other Religions, p. 8. 
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The Holy Spirit 
and Salvation 


>8. THE PERSON OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 

We must now turn our thoughts to the Holy Spirit, the third person of 
the triune God. In the account of the descent of the Spirit on the nascent 
Church, we read of the sound “like the rush of a mighty wind” and of 
“tongues as of fire” resting on each of the disciples. 1 The images of wind 
and fire are evocative of the nature of the Spirit. In the ancient world 
wind and fire were two of the most subtle and elusive elements—free, 
spontaneous, unpredictable, yet powerful and universal in their effects. 
For a beginning, then, we can say that the Spirit is God present and active 
in the midst of the creation. This is a dynamic presence of God, who has 
come forth into the creation and is at work in it. 

The use of the words “come forth” is significant. At a much earlier 
stage in this book, we took note of the presence of “spirit” in man and 
suggested that this means much the same as “existence” in the distinctive 
sense in which that word is used of man, to denote his capacity to go out 
from himself in freedom, creativity, love and so on. 2 The word that we 
use about the relation of the Holy Spirit to the triune God is that he 
“proceeds.” The Spirit is God coming forth into the creation to indwell 
it and to build it up. In discussing creation, we did note the activity of 
the Spirit, both his brooding upon the primordial waters and his incessant 
striving and sighing in the movement of creation toward its consumma¬ 
tion. The Spirit’s role seems to be not so much creatio ex mhilo as the 

1 Acts 2:2-3. 

2 See above, p. 62. 
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drawing out of the potentialities of creation at all levels. For this reason 
therefore we have called the Spirit “unitive Being,” for the Spirit that has 
proceeded into the creation labors there to build it up into a harmonious 
whole, at one in itself and with God. 

How does the Spirit differ from the Logos? Some theologians have 
argued that there is no difference, and that we need distinguish only two 
aspects of the divine Being: the outgoing aspect (Spirit or Logos) and the 
inner being of God (the Father). But apart from the fact that this view 
could lead to a dangerous dualism, it does not take sufficient cognizance 
of the distinction between Logos and Spirit. The Logos is “logical” in the 
sense that it brings understanding, clarity, definition. The Spirit is more 
of a str iving than a Lo gos , proceeding from the numinous depths of God 
and working on the will and emotions of man. To some extent, we can 
agree with John V. Taylor’s remark: “There is more of Dionysus than 
Apollo in the Holy Spirit.” 3 

But at this point we have to be very much on guard against dividing the 
substance of the Trinity. The Spirit is not God without the Logos, nor 
the Logos without the Spirit, nor both without the Father. As will be 
shown later, the Holy Spirit, though distinct from the Logos, has to be 
understood in the closest association with Jesus Christ. Lik ewise the high- 
est w orkings of the Spirit in human life are to be seen not in bizarre forms 
of ecstasy but in personal and ethical qualities which can be considered 
truly “ecs tatic” in so far as they draw human beings out of themselves 
and thei r narrow self-interest. 

One further point may be made here about the person of the Holy 
Spirit. It is the Spirit that most clearly introduces a feminine element into 
the Christian understanding of God. It is often said that this understanding 
of God is too exclusively masculine, and there may be some substance in 
the charge since the Old Testament understanding of God was forged in 
the midst of the struggle against the Canaanitc fertility cults. But if the 
image of God needed both man and woman for its representation, 4 this 
implies that already in divine Being there must be, though in an eminent 
way beyond what we can conceive, whatever is affirmative in sexuality 
and sociality, in masculinity and femininity. The Spirit, brooding on the 

:1 The Go-Between God, p. 50. 

4 This point is not invalidated by the fact that God became incarnate in a male per¬ 
son, for every person has both masculine and feminine characteristics, and fur¬ 
thermore Jesus of Nazareth is intelligible as the Christ only as the source and center 
of a new social reality. 
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waters, travailing in the creation, building unity and wholeness, most 
clearly suggests the feminine principle, though in other respects, the Spirit 
is masculine. God transcends the distinction of sex, but he does this not 
by sheer exclusion, but by prefiguring whatever is of value in sexuality on 
an altogether higher level. 


59 - THE PROCESSION OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 
We have noted the intimate connection between the Holy Spirit and the 
idea of procession. The connection is already established in the New 
Testament, where Jesus is represented as saying: “But when the Counselor 
comes, whom I shall send to you from the Father, even the Spirit of truth, 
who proceeds from the Father, he will bear witness to me.” 5 In this verse, 
the Spirit is said to proceed from the Father, though he is also said to be 
sent by the Son. The interpretation of his procession in relation to the 
other persons of the divine Triunity has led to one of the most stubborn 
doctrinal divisions in the history of the Christian Church. The Eastern 
Church, following the original version of the Niceno-Constantinopolitan 
Creed, believes in the procession of the Holy Spirit from the Father alone. 
In the Western Church, first in Spain in the sixth century and not at 
Rome itself until the eleventh century, the words “and from the Son” 
( Filioque ) were inserted into the creed, and most Western theologians 
have argued that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son. 

Is this one of those disputes that collapses into a mere quibbling over 
words when it is analyzed? It is not so simple as that. There are real and 
important issues at stake. But it is certainly one of those theological dis¬ 
putes in which there seems to be an element of truth on both sides, and 
each side in some ways corrects the other. Historically, of course, it was 
doubtless wrong for the West to act unilaterally in making an addition 
to a universally accepted creed composed by an ecumenical council. Belief 
that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father and the Son is not an article 
that should be made de fide in the Church. It is, however, a theological 
opinion which there are good reasons for holding. 

The great merit of the Western view is that it compels us always to 
think of the Spirit in the closest relation to the Son; and it could be argued 
that in several passages of the New Testament there seems to be no clear 


5 John 15:26. 
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distinction between the Holy Spirit and the Spirit of Jesus or even the 
risen Christ. 

The advantage of refusing to think of the Spirit apart from the Son is 
fourfold. 

1. It gives definite content to our understanding of the Spirit. The idea 
of the Holy Spirit can easily become very vague, so that people then give 
to it whatever content they please. But Christians think of Jesus Christ as 
the one on whom the Spirit descended in fullness, so that the life of the 
Spirit is manifested in Christ. 

2. This in turn ensures that the Spirit is understood primarily in a per¬ 
sonal way. Sometimes the Spirit, symbolized as wind or fire, has been rep¬ 
resented as an impersonal force invading human lives. But if the Spirit is 
most fully manifested in Jesus Christ, then we look for his action in the 
realm of the personal and ethical. 

3. Next, we are provided with a criterion for discerning or testing the 
spirits—something that it has been necessary to do since New Testament 
times. Not everyone who claims to be inspired or spirit-filled has the Holy 
Spirit. Some forms of spiritual enthusiasm have an almost demonic char¬ 
acter. In the church at Corinth, according to St. Paul, there were members 
who in their spiritual frenzy shouted, “Jesus be accursed!” 6 and in that 
church generally there seemed to be a preference for lower spiritual gifts 
over higher ones, and this is already a form of idolatry and therefore a 
slide toward the demonic. The test must be whether any alleged spiritual 
gifts build up the kind of life manifested in Jesus Christ as the bearer of 
the Spirit. 

4. Finally, the Western view guards against any separation of Spirit and 
Logos. If one is determined to think of the Spirit and Jesus together, then 
at the human level there should be less danger of a merely emotional or 
ecstatic spiritualism, cut off from the guidance of the understanding, 
though equally there should be no arid intellectualism without emotional 
color or the commitment of the will. 

But when all this has been said, one must also recognize that there are 
arguments on the other side. Here are some points that may be brought 
forward in favor of the view that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the 
Father alone. 

1. The Eastern view makes it clear that the activity of the Spirit is as 
wide as the creation. Just as the Holy Spirit was active in the ages before 


c I Cor. 12:3. 
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the incarnation, so today he may be active outside of the specifically Chris¬ 
tian community and tradition, and we have to be open to perceive his ac¬ 
tivity anywhere and at any time. This is part of the Spirit’s freedom and 
spontaneity. 

2. It is sometimes argued that if one confesses that the Spirit proceeds 
from both the Father and the Son, then one is introducing two ultimate 
principles of reality and so falling into a dualism. 

3. It is argued too that the Western view subordinates the Spirit to the 
Son, and that in practice this has led to a general neglect of the Spirit in 
the West. 

I believe that the West has the stronger case, and in particular I find the 
second and third arguments for the Eastern view unconvincing. Perhaps a 
compromise expression, such as “from the Father through the Son,” would 
resolve the difficulties; or perhaps it is better just to let the two views 
stand in a dialectical relation. The relevance of this ancient controversy 
will become more apparent in the next section on the work of the Spirit. 


60. THE WORK OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 

In describing the triune God of Christian faith, we spoke of the Holy 
Spirit as unitive Being. This already indicates how the work of the Spirit 
is to be conceived. It is the work of maintaining unity and, where need 
be, renewing it, throughout the whole extent of Being and beings. Thus 
the work of the Spirit is simply another aspect of the reconciling work of 
God, and so another aspect of the work of Christ. This work of Christ, as 
we have seen, has both an objective and a subjective side. Objectively, it 
is an event in world history, but more than that, it is an event of God’s 
providential and revelatory acting. It is only fully able to effect its recon¬ 
ciling intention, however, when it has been seen “in depth” as an event of 
God’s providence, and been subjectively accepted as such. It is this per¬ 
ceiving in depth, this apprehension of the divine presence and activity in 
the observable happenings, that we attribute to the work of the Holy 
Spirit. To most people in the first century, Jesus, if they had heard of 
him, was just an innovator or revolutionary who had paid the appropriate 
penalty. To the disciples, he was the Christ of God. But this was not some¬ 
thing observable like the color of his eyes. So when St. Peter confesses 
him to be the Christ, Jesus says to him that “flesh and blood has not re¬ 
vealed this to you.” 7 This is a revelatory experience, and if we recall what 


7 Matt. 16:17. 
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was said about revelation in an earlier part of this \vork, s it is a way of 
knowing in which, so to speak, that which is known seizes hold of us and 
makes itself known to us, or, in the language that Heidegger uses in con¬ 
nection with primordial thinking, this is the occurrence of Being in us. 

It is true that revelation involves God in all his aspects, primordial, ex¬ 
pressive, and unitive, but our apprehension of the revelation we rightly as¬ 
sociate in a special way with the work of the Holy Spirit (unitive Being). 
Perhaps most people think of the Holy Spirit as the most shadowy mem¬ 
ber of the divine Trinity, but this should not be so. If we remember that 
the Spirit is God, in one of the modes or movements of holv Being, and 
not some mysterious entity other than God, then we also understand that 
he is God at his closest to us. He is Being as immanent in our creaturely 
being, and it is through him that we can hear the voice of Being addressed 
to us from beyond ourselves, whether it comes to us through the particular 
being of Jesus Christ, or through some other particular being. 

The Spirit is associated especially with truth. He is the “Spirit of truth” 
who “will guide you into all the truth.” 8 9 Such truth is not, of course, 
merely an intellectual comprehension. It is the unhiddenness (dA -jOtia) of 
existence and Being, their laying bare through the very communication of 
Being in us and to us. In the Christian revelation, this means the perceiving 
of Christ in the depth of his being, as the very focus of holy Being. 

The Holy Spirit then is God’s coming to man in an inward way to en¬ 
lighten and strengthen him; it is the awakening in man of the realization of 
his kinship with Being, an awakening brought about by Being itself that 
is already immanent in man. When we say that the work of the Spirit is 
“to enlighten and strengthen,” we have in mind his typical activities of 
revelation and grace. Of revelation, the opening of our eyes to Being in 
and through the beings, we have already said a good deal. Of grace also, 
much has been said already, but the time has come to ask more fully about 
it. If we do think of the grace of Being as somehow inwardly sustaining 
us, does this not take away our freedom and responsibility? If so, does it 
not destroy the whole conception of existence from which our theological 
exposition set out at the beginning? 

It is true that the action of the Holy Spirit has sometimes been con¬ 
ceived in ways that would almost reduce men to the level of puppets and 
that would be totally incompatible with any theology that tried to work 
with existential and personal categories—perhaps totally incompatible with 


8 See above, pp. 84-103. 

9 John 16:13. 
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the Christian faith itself, if this presupposes that man exists responsibly. In 
the Old Testament, the Holy Spirit, or Spirit of God, gave special powers 
to men, such as the ability to interpret dreams 10 or to prophesy. 11 Even in 
the New Testament, the Spirit might be supposed to “possess” a man and 
cause him, let us say, to speak ecstatically “with tongues.” This is a sub¬ 
personal mode of operation, in which man is simply manipulated. We did 
indeed take note of the possibility that the Spirit may somehow operate 
upon lower levels of creaturely being. 12 But this could not be enlighten¬ 
ing for the manner in which the Spirit might operate upon man, who is 
himself “spirit,” that is to say, an existent who stands in the openness of 
possibility and responsibility. 

However, although the New Testament retains vestiges of the idea that 
the Spirit is some quasi-magical force that operates subpersonally and ir¬ 
resistibly, the new conception of the Spirit arising out of the new revela¬ 
tion in Christ departs from the idea that his work is chiefly to be seen in 
occult happenings like interpreting dreams, predicting the future, or speak¬ 
ing with tongues, and looks for that work instead in the highest qualities 
of personal being. When St. Paul discusses “spiritual gifts,” he docs indeed 
still recognize the more ecstatic charismata , but the “higher gifts” are per¬ 
sonal, and the most excellent is love. 13 These higher gifts, moreover, are 
not restricted to exceptional individuals, but are characteristic of the whole 
community of faith. Elsewhere he contrasts with “the works of the flesh” 
(immorality, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jeal¬ 
ousy, anger, selfishness, dissension, party spirit, envy, drunkenness, carous¬ 
ing, and the like), “the fruit of the Spirit,” and this fruit is summed up in 
the entirely personal qualities of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, 
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control. 14 

Now, it is beyond dispute that the qualities mentioned above have value 
only in so far as there is some measure of freedom and spontaneity in their 
exercise. A robot cannot love. It might indeed be so constructed as to go 
through the motions of virtuous conduct, but this would be a mere cari¬ 
cature of what we mean by the words “kindness,” “goodness,” “gentleness,” 
and the like. It would be harder to judge the case of a person who had 
been conditioned by, let us say, drugs, or psychological techniques, into al- 


10 Gen. 41:38. 

11 Num. 24:2. 

12 See above, pp. 201, 221. 
is I Cor. 12:31. 

14 Gal. 5:19-23. 
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ways behaving with gentleness. Even so, we would perhaps think of him 
as scarcely a person, if his behavior was entirely determined by external 
factors. We must then try to conceive of the action of the Holy Spirit in 
such a way that while indeed we recognize his initiative, we do not de¬ 
stroy that measure of freedom and responsibility that is indispensable to 
the conception of personal existence in man. If we fail to do this, then 
Christianity offers not the salvation (making whole) of human existence, 
but really an escape from existence, whereby we shed its responsibility and 
become marionettes, to be arbitrarily and externally operated by this mys¬ 
terious Spirit of God. 

These remarks bring us to consider the traditional opposition between 
Augustinianism and Pelagianism. The Augustinian view tends to lay the 
entire stress on the grace of the Holy Spirit, operating in man, as the sole 
source of the Christian life and whatever good qualities it may exhibit. 
Undoubtedly St. Augustine was right in upholding against Pelagius the 
divine initiative in salvation and the need for our wills to be assisted. This 
whole matter of the divine initiative is something that has been stressed 
throughout this book, beginning from our consideration of the nature of 
revelation. But St. Augustine went too far in elevating a datum of Chris¬ 
tian experience into rigid views about predestination, irresistible grace, in¬ 
defectible perseverance, and the like. Such views are incompatible with a 
genuinely personal being in man, and Pelagianism had at least this grain of 
truth, that it insisted on an element of freedom and responsibility in man, 
for without these man would no longer exist, but would have declined to 
the level of being of an animal, or a thing. 

The openness of man’s being, as existence, is such that the paradox of 
grace is possible and conceivable. On the one hand, Being is immanent in 
man, so that he lives in the light of Being, and his very thought and action 
can be the occurrence of Being in him. We have seen that revelation, like 
the “essential” or “primordial” thinking of which Heidegger speaks, can 
be regarded in this way; and the saints speak of the love for God as not 
just their response to God’s love for them, but somehow as the very move¬ 
ment of God’s Spirit within them, God being on both sides. On the other 
hand, Being has entrusted itself to man and made him its guardian. We 
have talked of the “risk” of creation, and also of the wonder of a creation 
that would be not just a mechanism but a commonwealth of free spirits 
united in love. This makes sense only if man has a measure of freedom and 
is not overwhelmed by compulsive forces, whether “total depravity” on 
one side, or “irresistible grace” on the other. Creation would lose its value 
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if there were not free decision or commitment on the part of man, even 
if it is God that makes this decision possible for him by putting it within 
his grasp; and creation would likewise lose its value unless we could attach 
genuine meaning to the notion of the “risk” of creation and to the “co¬ 
operation” of the creatures with God. 

So we must try to steer a middle way between an extreme Augustinian- 
ism (or Calvinism) and Pelagianism, though without necessarily embracing 
any of the historical forms of so-called “semi-Pelagianism,” or “syner¬ 
gism.” On the one hand, we must firmly hold to the divine initiative in the 
work of man’s salvation, and to the active operation of the Holy Spirit 
in this. Yet we have also to safeguard the freedom with which man makes 
the gift of salvation his own, or, to put it otherwise, makes a commitment 
of faith. The concept of “existence” together with the notion of Being at 
once transcendent of and immanent in all particular beings enables us to 
have some understanding of how man can live by a grace that he recog¬ 
nizes as coming from God, and yet in this experience can be most fully 
himself. It is the paradox of which St. Paul speaks when he bids us: “Work 
out your own salvation with fear and trembling; for God is at work in 
you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure.” 15 

Salvation, or the making whole, of man involves the polarity of the indi¬ 
vidual and communal aspects of all existing. Too much stress on decision 
and commitment tends to overemphasize individual salvation, and to lose 
sight of the fact that there can be no genuine salvation for an individual 
apart from the community of faith. The very notion of a self-giving im¬ 
plies going out from the individual existence. In the New Testament we 
hear of the “fellowship” of the Spirit, or “participation” in the Spirit 
(/comma nvevfMTos). 10 So the community of faith is also a community of 
the Spirit, who works in and through it and gives to it its unity. The com¬ 
munity becomes the agency by which the Spirit works in the world and 
by which it continues the work of reconciliation begun by Christ, or 
rather, raised to a new level in Christ. Thus, just as the Spirit descended 
upon Christ at his baptism, so also the Spirit is represented as descending 
upon the Church on the feast of Pentecost. As the Spirit was active, as 
unitive Being, in the incarnation, or coming together, of God and man in 
the person of Christ, so it continues this same work of unification in the 
community of faith. 

A fuller exposition of the nature of this community and the work of 

«Phil. 2:12-13. 

16 II Cor. 13:14; Phil. 2:1. 
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the Spirit in it can come only when we have considered the doctrines of 
the Church and of the last things (God’s consummating work). However, 
it is perhaps unnecessary to say that we do not think of the work of the 
Spirit or of grace as confined to the Church. Just as we have insisted all 
along that revelation is not confined to the particular occasion of revela¬ 
tion on which the Christian faith is founded, and that reconciliation is as 
wide as creation, so it must now be insisted that “the Spirit blows where 
it wills” 17 and is not confined to any group of mankind, or to any particu¬ 
lar “channels of grace.” This is not in any way to depreciate the particular 
community of faith in which the Christian finds the work of the Spirit 
centered, or the particular ways, such as the sacraments, in which its work 
is realized, and full value will be given to these in due course. But it would 
be foolish not to recognize a wider operation of the Spirit, which is in¬ 
deed evidenced by the appearance of the “fruit of the Spirit” outside of 
the official community of faith.'Sometimes, indeed, this working of the 
Spirit outside of the community is like a judgment upon the community 
itself, just as we remember that the Israelites saw God’s providential ac¬ 
tivity outside of their own community, and experienced it as his judg¬ 
ment. For judgment and grace are like the obverse and reverse sides of the 
same act. 

But here we are concerned with the work of the Holy Spirit within the 
community of Christian faith, and with the manner in which the reconcil¬ 
ing work of Christ is applied by the Spirit within this community. We 
shall try to see this as both a gift and a task—a gift in so far as it is a work 
of grace and the initiative remains with God; a task in so far as man must 
cooperate with the Spirit of God and appropriate the gifts offered to him. 


61. ENTRY INTO THE CHRISTIAN LIFE 

We have now to consider how the work of Christ effects wholeness or 
salvation in human life. Salvation is a process that goes on in time, both a 
process in the human race as a whole, and in the individual life. In the 
present section, we shall be thinking especially of the beginning of this 
process, that is to say, of entry into the Christian life. This entry may be 
itself an extended process, and probably it is so with most individuals who 
grow up in the Christian community and gradually become more and 
more identified with it. For others, it may be almost an instantaneous con- 


17 John 3:8. 
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version experience, a sudden passage from one way of life to another. Yet 
even in such cases it is probably true that more gradual processes of change 
have been going on, perhaps at subconscious levels. 

The process of entry is, on the one hand, experienced as being drawn 
into the life of faith, or perhaps even being seized by it. The work of 
Christ acts upon the person concerned, and this is what we have already 
recognized as the element of grace, the divine initiative of God in Christ 
and of God in his Spirit, opening our eyes to the significance of Christ. 
On the other hand, the process of entry is also experienced as something 
that the believer himself does, as an act of commitment performed by his 
whole being. In the following analysis, we shall try to see how both of 
these elements, the divine initiative and man’s cooperation, work together, 
though sometimes this may come through more clearly than at other times. 
We are leaving aside for the present the consideration of such outward 
and visible acts as baptism, and considering simply the experience of the 
Christian as he appropriates the work of Christ. We shall describe four 
stages in the process of entry, though it may well be that these four are 
not successive but are distinguishable aspects in a unitary experience. 

i. The first stage, or moment, is conviction of sin, which has long been 
recognized as a work of the Holy Spirit. This is the third time in the 
course of this book that we have mentioned the awareness of sin. 18 On the 
first occasion, we took note of what might be called the “natural” aware¬ 
ness of sin, a variable but almost universal awareness of the disorder of 
human existence, and we have seen that this very awareness, which is not 
itself sin, is a sufficient refutation of any doctrine of total depravity. Next, 
in connection with the doctrine of creation, we had occasion to consider 
sin again, and in the light of this doctrine and what it shows us of the 
potentialities of our human existence, a deeper understanding of sin and 
of its threat was attained. But now sin is to be seen in its full dimension, 
when the Spirit convicts us of sin in the light of what is revealed in the 
person and work of Christ. 

A. C. Garnett makes the claim that the death of Christ, understood to¬ 
gether with his life, is not just an example for imitation: “its real dynamic 
in the spiritual life of the world comes from its power to convict the 
world of sin” 19 The point should not be exaggerated, but there is a gen¬ 
uine insight here. An act of grace, we have seen, is at the same time an 
act of judgment. The work of Christ is a saving work that lights up and 

18 See above, pp. 68-73, 159-267. 

19 A Realistic Philosophy of Religion, p. 317. 
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indeed brings to us Being, christhood, and selfhood; but inevitably at the 
same time it reveals how far away we are from these, and indeed how we 
reject them, as Christ was rejected. In making unhidden the disclosure of 
existence and Being in Christ, the Holy Spirit makes unhidden the extent 
and depth of human sinfulness in a way that goes beyond any previous 
awareness that we may have had of it. What began as an uneasiness in 
face of the disorder of human existence has been deepened and intensified 
to the point where, in the presence of Christ, the sinner must say of his 
sins that “the burden of them is intolerable.” 20 

This analysis of what we mean by “conviction of sin” affords a useful 
illustration of how the work of the Spirit does not violate but cooperates 
with the tendencies that belong to human existence. Man’s natural aware¬ 
ness of sin is heightened and intensified by the Spirit so that it is “noticed” 
in a new way and understood in greater depth; but it is certainly not im¬ 
posed upon man from outside. Or again, man’s conscience, his critical self- 
awareness, is sharpened and made more perceptive, so that he becomes 
aware in a new way of the distance that separates his actual existence from 
the fulfilling of his potentialities in true selfhood; but this is no violation 
of his being, but the raising of it to a higher level. Grace does not abolish 
our freedom and the basic constitution of our being, for that would really 
be to abolish us as men; rather, in the famous teaching of St. Thomas, 
grace perfects nature. There are other elements of the Christian life in 
which it will not be so easy to show the coming together of the work of 
the Spirit and the tendencies that already belong to our existence, as it has 
been in the case of conviction of sin, but in principle these two sides are 
always there, and the divine initiative does not abolish the human side. 

2. Next among the “moments” of entry into the Christian life we con¬ 
sider repentance. The call to repentance appears at the beginning of every 
phase of the biblical message. According to Martin Buber, who points out 
that the Hebrew word corresponding to “repentance” meant concretely 
a “turning of the whole person,” the call to turn is “the primary word of 
the prophets of Israel.” 21 According to St. Matthew’s Gospel, “Repent, 
for the kingdom of heaven is at hand,” was the message of St. John the 
Baptist, and precisely the same words are attributed to Jesus at the begin¬ 
ning of his ministry. 22 The first preaching of the apostles is said to have 
been: “Repent, and be baptized.” 23 

20 Book of Common Prayer, Order of Holy Communion. 

21 Tivo Types of Faith, pp. 26-27. 

22 Mart. 3:2; 4:17. 

23 Acts 2:38. 
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Repentance is already implied in conviction of sin, for to be aware of 
sin is to be dissatisfied with oneself, and so to be already seeking to turn 
away from where one actually is. But let it again be said that it is only 
for convenience of exposition that one can distinguish “stages” of entry 
into the Christian life, and that these are really all so intertwined as to be 
inseparable. Conviction of sin by itself might lead to despair rather than 
to repentance, were it not that the very revelation that convinces of sin 
also offers promise of reconciliation—that grace and judgment belong 
equiprimordially to the same event. Likewise the “turning away” of re¬ 
pentance, which is a turning away from sin and thus from idols, is at the 
same time a “turning toward,” a turning toward God, or Being, who had 
been forgotten in preoccupation with the beings. On the side of human 
existence, this means a turning from egocentricity, which tries to hoard 
up and make secure one’s own individual being, in the direction of an exis¬ 
tence that is more “like to God,” that is to say, an existence that becomes 
creative by pouring out and conferring its own being and so achieving the 
highest kind of selfhood. 

Two further points may be briefly made about repentance. The first is 
that it keeps happening throughout the Christian life, reminding us that 
this life cannot itself be turned into a secure possession—if this happens, 
it has been distorted into a new idolatry—but that it must continually be 
renewed, and never achieves completion so long as we live under the con¬ 
ditions of earthly life. The second point is that in repentance, it might 
seem that what man does is primary, and indeed there could be no true 
repentance, or turning, unless this were one’s very own act. But here once 
more we must not try to isolate this “moment” from the whole experience 
in which it is involved. Repentance relates on the one hand to conviction 
of sin, and in this, as already noted, the Spirit has quickened our percep¬ 
tion both of sin and of the possibility of reconciliation; while on the other 
hand, the man who turns in repentance believes that even this, though his 
own act, is made possible for him by God’s initiative, as we shall see when 
we consider the next moment. 

3. This next moment is election, though perhaps this technical theologi¬ 
cal term has had its day, and we would be better advised to speak simply 
of “choosing,” for the doctrine of election simply tries to express what is 
implied in Jesus’ words to his disciples: “You did not choose me, but I 
chose you.” 24 The doctrine of election is one of the strongest expressions 
of the divine initiative in the process of salvation. 

24 John 15:16. 
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Unfortunately, this doctrine more than any other has been perverted 
in such a way as to deprive man of any responsibility or, for that matter, 
of any genuine humanity. This happens when the experience of being 
called or chosen, the experience of being seized by the reconciling work 
of Christ through the Spirit, gets objectified into a theory of predestina¬ 
tion, such as we find in Calvin. There the fact that many men may hear 
the Christian message of reconciliation but only some of them respond, or 
that of those who do respond only some remain constant, or that in some 
sense “many are called but few are chosen,” 25 is interpreted in terms of a 
double activity of God: he chooses some and rejects others, and already 
in advance he has predestined each individual to one or other of the two 
groups—to the elect who have been marked out for salvation, or to the 
reprobate whose destiny is damnation. This fantastic exaggeration of the 
divine initiative into a fatalism is repugnant not merely because it dehu¬ 
manizes man but also because it presents us with a God who is not worthy 
to be worshipped, and certainly a very different God from the one about 
whom we have been thinking. This is not the God whose essence is to 
let-be, to confer being; and not the God who reveals himself in the person 
and work of Christ. 

The distortion that occurs in predestinationism shows us what happens 
when the existential dimension of theology becomes obscured. But if we 
hold fast to this existential dimension, then the doctrine of election has its 
proper place. Through the revelation in Christ, man knows himself to be 
chosen, and chosen to be. He is called out of nothing into existence, out 
of disordered existence into a reconciled existence, eventually called to 
have his being in God. God’s calling and choosing, we shall maintain, are 
for all men. The notion of reprobation or rejection does not refer to any¬ 
thing that God does, but is simply a hypothetical idea which provides, as 
it were, the foil to the experience of election and heightens the sense of 
being chosen. For only one who believes himself chosen to be, so that his 
being has been conferred upon him, can think of the possibility that it 
might have been otherwise, that our world might have been different, that 
Being might not have been holy and worshipful, that chaos and nullity 
might prevail instead of the creating, reconciling, and consummating ac¬ 
tivity of a God who lets-be and establishes the beings in ever fuller being. 
Reprobation is simply the imagined possibility of the opposite experience 
to that which men actually have. If the idea has any value at all, it can 
only be that it heightens man’s gratitude to God for choosing him to be, 
25 Matt. 22:14. 
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and encourages his resolve to make his full response from the human side 
to the divine election and so give his necessary cooperation toward the 
building up of that free commonwealth of love which is being unfolded 
in creation. 

4. Next we come to justification. The terminology here is even more 
archaic than the talk about election, but some mention of justification has 
to be made if only because of the important role which the idea has played 
in the history of Christian theology and especially because it was the major 
theological issue in Luther’s controversy with the Catholic teaching of his 
time. Even so, the whole notion of justification has been vastly exaggerated 
in the attention that has been paid to it. It is one element in the Christian 
experience of reconciliation, but this particular explanatory model of justi¬ 
fication, borrowed originally from the lawcourts, is neither indispensable 
nor specially illuminating. Particularly when the doctrine is taken too liter¬ 
ally and attempts are made to work it out in detail as “imputed righteous¬ 
ness” and the like, it becomes merely confusing and misleading, and also 
involves us in untenable theories about the atonement. 

What is trying to find expression in the doctrine of justification is the 
experience of being accepted by Being, of emerging from lostness and 
alienation into a right relation with Being. Thus another model used to de¬ 
scribe what happens is that of forgiveness, which takes place when a cause 
of estrangement between two persons is overcome through the initiative 
of one of them, and a good relation restored. Justification, in the sense of 
acceptance by Being and coming into a right relation to Being, is already 
implied in election. Whatever terminology we employ, something like 
justification is a matter of concern to every human existent. With some, 
there may be a feeling of guilt and sinfulness that looks for forgiveness 
and a new beginning; with others, there may be the sense of frustration 
and what is called “meaninglessness,” with the accompanying need to have 
a place in the scheme of things—a place that may be very small, but is 
nevertheless one’s own and that somehow matters. To be “chosen” or 
“called” and also “justified” by Being is to have the assurance that one 
counts for something in the world. 

The Protestant insistence on justification by grace through faith alone 
is meant to stress that this is entirely a work of God. We are “justified 
freely by his grace,” or “justified by faith apart from works of law,” and 
our “righteousness” (worth) is not our own but the “righteousness of 
God” which he has conferred on us through the work of Christ. 20 So far 



20 Rom. 8:30; 3:24-25,28. 
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as the Protestant insistence on “justification by faith alone” is meant to 
acknowledge that man cannot of himself escape from sin and set his exis¬ 
tence in order, and that this can come about only through the initiative 
of divine grace, and so far even as the doctrine was a protest against cer¬ 
tain abuses in the medieval penitential system, then we can go along with 
it. But unfortunately the “ sola fide ” has often been exaggerated, and we 
have to guard against some of the errors to which it has led. 

The principal danger is that justification gets separated from actual 
growth in righteousness or in the Christian virtues, the process tradition¬ 
ally known by another archaic term, “sanctification.” Justification gets 
thought of as something external, a so-called “forensic” justification, a 
kind of acquittal or “declaring just” that takes no account of the actual 
condition of the person so acquitted. When the doctrine of justification 
by faith is taken to such extremes, it needs to be corrected. It must hap¬ 
pen in man as well as for him, and to this extent it is also a “making just,” 
since in restoring a right relationship with God, it sets man on the way 
to a right ordering of his own existence. It must be not only backward¬ 
looking, having regard to what God has done, but even more forward- 
looking as opening up the new life of grace that has been made possible. 
In brief, if justification is to take place on a level not lower than that of 
personal existence, it must, like all the other moments we have considered, 
have in it an element of free human cooperation which, while indeed sub¬ 
ordinate to the divine action, is nevertheless indispensable. If we bear this 
in mind and avoid extreme formulations, then we may well find, as Hans 
Kiing has sought to show, that the gulf between Catholic and Protestant 
views of justification is not unbridgeable. He remarks: “Protestants speak 
of a declaration of justice and Catholics of a making just. But Protestants 
speak of a declaring just which includes a making just; and Catholics of a 
making just which supposes a declaring just. Is it not time to stop arguing 
about imaginary differences?” 27 


62. GROWTH IN THE CHRISTIAN LIFE 

From the question of entry into the Christian life, we proceed to that of 
growth and progress in it; or, in the traditional language, from justification 
to sanctification. Again, however, we are not to think of a sharp separa¬ 
tion, but rather only of distinguishable aspects of a unitary process. Also, 
we are still to think in terms of a work that is initiated and carried through 


27 Justification, p. 221. 
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by God working in human lives, and yet a work which needs man’s re¬ 
sponse, cooperation, and highest effort if it is to go forward. It is a life 
in the Spirit, dependent on the gifts of the Spirit, and so on the divine 
grace. It is also called a life “in Christ,” and this expression too points to 
the divine grace, for it is as if the pattern of existence manifested in Christ 
has seized the disciple and is molding his existence; this is not an external 
“imitation” of Christ but rather, in Bonhoeffer’s language, a “conforma¬ 
tion” of the Christian to Christ. Yet while the ffiftlike character of this 
life must always be stressed, it is also a life that makes demands and re¬ 
quires a genuine “synergism,” or coworking, between the supporting 
grace of God and the free human commitments which that grace can per¬ 
fect and bring to achievement. 

When talking of entry into the Christian life, it was said that this is not 
to be thought of as something that is done once for all, and specifically it 
was mentioned that repentance will be a recurring phenomenon of the 
Christian life. If this is so, can we properly speak of a growth or progress 
in this life? Surely we can, for although it would be presumptuous (as 
well as being contrary to what we know of human existence) to suppose 
that the Christian life could ever be a secure possession, and although the 
commitment of faith needs to be renewed continually in new situations, 
nevertheless this is accompanied by a deepening understanding of what 
faith involves and a fuller commitment to it. This in turn means growth 
in unified selfhood. While indeed faith can never be “proved” without 
ceasing to be faith, it nevertheless provides its own confirmation in so far 
as the life of faith, as it goes along, becomes steadily more unified and 
effective, and the faith on which it is based is found illuminating for the 
grappling with and overcoming of an ever wider range of problems. There 
is always the possibility that faith may break down under an intolerable 
strain, or that a man may come to a situation which so utterly contradicts 
his faith that he has to abandon it—for again faith would cease to be faith 
if it were not in some sense “falsifiable.” But there was this much truth in 
the traditional doctrine of a “perseverance of the saints” that if indeed 
divine grace is working in the Christian life, so that this life is supported 
and carried forward by the whole universal action of God in creation, 
reconciliation, and consummation, then typically there will be progress in 
this life. It will never, under the conditions of our historical existence, 
attain its goal or be fully conformed to Christ; but it should approach this 
asymptotically, as it were. 

The structure of the Christian life can be expounded in various ways. 
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As a life in the Spirit, it could be set forth in terms of the gifts of the 
Spirit or the fruits of the Spirit as described by St. Paul, or in terms of 
the traditional “seven gifts” of the Church’s teaching. 28 As a life in Christ, 
it is being conformed to the pattern which we have already considered in 
some detail, in the chapters on the person and work of Christ. 

The present exposition, however, will be in terms of the three char¬ 
acteristics which St. Paul, after his discussion of the gifts of the Spirit, 
names as central to the Christian life—faith, hope, and love. 29 These are 
sometimes called the “theological virtues” as distinct from the natural 
virtues of classical moral philosophy. They are not “virtues” in the ordi¬ 
nary sense, but rather the opening up of a new dimension in man’s “nat¬ 
ural” quest for virtue and the “good life,” whereby the aspirations that 
belong to him in the very potentialities of his being are caught up and 
perfected by divine grace. 

Concerning the first of the three characteristics, faith , a good deal has 
already been said in the course of this book. We have seen that it can be 
described in terms of commitment and acceptance, and that while on the 
one hand we can think of it—and must think of it—as man’s responsible 
decision, it is made possible, and so granted, by the gracious approach and 
self-disclosure of Being. 30 But our descriptions up till now have been 
formal; they have attempted to describe the structure of any attitude of 
faith whatsoever, or at least, of any attitude of religious faith. Just 
as our conception of sin was heightened and made concrete when we 
reconsidered it in the light of the specific revelation in Jesus Christ, so 
our conception of faith must be brought into a more definite relation to 
the content of the Christian revelation. To make faith specific in this way 
is not to make an exclusive claim for Christianity as the sole guardian of 
faith, for we have already insisted on many occasions that there is con¬ 
tinuity between Christian faith and the other great religious faiths of 
mankind. But it has been made clear that this does not imply that the var¬ 
ious faiths are to be diluted down to what is common to each of them. 
If an arrogant exclusiveness is to be deplored, just as bad, or even worse, 
is the vague kind of “faith for faith’s sake” that has no definite content 
because it tries to embrace everything. This is a particular danger in plu¬ 
ralistic societies and in some forms of the ecumenical movement, where 

28 Sec the present author’s “The Seven Gifts of the Holy Ghost” in Studies in Chris¬ 
tian Existentialistn, p. 

29 1 Cor. 13:13. 

30 See above, p. 80. 
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every distinct content of faith gets leveled down and religious faith itself 
is threatened with being swallowed up in a creeping humanism. 

The central content of Christian faith is the event of Jesus Christ—the 
incarnation, cross, and resurrection. The life of faith is constantly ori¬ 
ented to these happenings, which faith brings into the present as possibili¬ 
ties for our existence here and now. These events empower faith, since 
they are the way by which the divine grace reaches us; but faith in turn 
appropriates the events by the decision to live in accordance with them 
and to conform the existence of the believer to the pattern of dying and 
rising made present and manifested in Christ. It is in virtue of its content 
that Christian faith may be seen either to have affinity with some other 
particular faith, or perhaps be seen in opposition to it. If, for instance, one 
could call the devotion of a fanatical Nazi a “faith,” then this would be a 
faith incompatible with Christian faith, and also, we may add, both with 
man’s “natural” aspirations toward faith and with the faiths of the great 
historical world religions. As has been suggested earlier, the sorting out of 
“true faith” from its counterfeits would seem to be a pragmatic one. True 
faith does in fact lead to selfhood, to community, to making more and more 
sense of life in the world; while an inadequate or illusory faith eventually 
proves itself—if not in the individual, then in the community—to be ster¬ 
ile and even self-destructive. 

Faith in Jesus Christ has, in the preceding paragraph, been paradoxically 
described in terms of both grace and decision, and this is the familiar para¬ 
dox of the divine and human action meeting together in the personal di¬ 
mensions of the Christian life. This life is on the one hand obedience, 
which is an essential constituent of faith. It conforms the believer to 
Christ’s own obedience. His own will is offered to God, so that the divine 
grace may work in and through him. Yet on the other hand this very 
obedience is freedom. It is freedom from the tyranny of things, if these 
have been idolized, and it is freedom likewise from the frustration and 
meaninglessness of a life impotent in the face of guilt. The strange para¬ 
dox is that the man who asserts his freedom and autonomy loses it through 
his self-idolatry; while the man who lives in obedience and dependence 
toward God is set free from the very things that are most oppressive and 
distorting, and becomes most responsibly his true self. God’s service is 
found to be perfect freedom. “Whoever would save his life shall lose it; 
and whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel’s will save it.” 31 


31 Mark 8:35. 
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In these remarks about Christian faith, I have stressed the point that was 
made in the earlier and more general discussion of faith—that it is always 
something much wider than belief, for it belongs to the whole range of 
existence. Thus we have spoken of it in terms of commitment, acceptance, 
decision, obedience, grace, freedom. Yet we should not lose sight of the 
fact that faith does have its cognitive aspect, and includes belief. A reason¬ 
able faith is not a blind leap, but a step taken in the light of all the thought 
and consideration that we can bring to bear on it. Here again we meet 
the paradox of the gift that is at the same time a task. The knowledge of 
God in Christ is the gift of his revelation; but we have to think out what 
is involved in this as best we can. Every disciple has a duty to clarify and 
work out the content of his faith as best he can. The community as a 
whole has a duty to do this, and this work of the community of faith, as 
we have seen, is theology. All the ramifications of belief will not be clear 
at the moment of commitment to the life of faith. This is true not only 
of the individual but of the community of faith which, throughout its 
history, is always advancing into deeper understanding of the content of 
its faith (though admittedly it may sometimes be falling back). Such ad¬ 
vance is, on the other hand, the work of the Holy Spirit leading into 
truth; but on the other hand, it demands an unfaltering effort of thought 
as the community seeks to express and interpret, and, more than that, to 
grasp more adequately its classic faith in changing historical and cultural 
contexts. 

Next after faith, St. Paul mentions hope. The Christian hope is not to 
be confused with the optimism that characterizes some eras of history, 
when human power and knowledge are expanding and it seems that man 
can build for himself a secure and prosperous future. Christianity ought 
to welcome the progress of the sciences, though it has sometimes thrpugh 
fear impeded them. It ought to strive also for the channeling of new 
knowledge and powers into ways that can benefit mankind as a whole. 
But Christianity is too realistic to be carried away by a facile optimism 
that sees in the expansion of knowledge and technological development 
the salvation of the human race and the solution of its problems. Human 
fallibility and sinfulness are not so easily overcome. 

Thus the Christian hope is in God’s activity and presence in the world. 
Again this hope, as Christian, is specific—it is based on the presence and 
activity of God in Christ, seen as the focus and culmination of a presence 
and activity that extend throughout the created world. The God who con¬ 
fers, sustains, and perfects the being of the creatures, and who has signally 
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demonstrated his work in Christ and his cross, is the ground of Christian 
hope. He is the ground even for any optimism in human achievement, for 
only as such achievement is guided and promoted by divine grace can it 
in the long run be brought to good effect. Hence Christian hope is a 
dynamic. 

The Christian hope is eschatological, in the sense that it looks forward 
to the consummation of the divine work in creation and reconciliation. 
But this does not mean that it is otherworldly, still less that it is escapist. 
What may reasonably be hoped for will become clearer in the next chap¬ 
ter, when we shall consider the last things. But even at this stage let us 
clearly understand that the Christian hope has to do with where we are 
now, in the midst of this world; and that its eschatological consummation 
really does depend on how we cooperate now with God’s work, for this 
cooperation is not a matter of indifference but something on which God 
counts, so to speak, in taking the risk of creation and in laving the being 
that he pours out open to the threat of dissolution into nothing. So while 
we rightly emphasize God and his work as the ground of Christian hope, 
we have to recognize here as everywhere else in the Christian life the need 
for man’s obedient response. 

Greatest among the theological “virtues” is love. This is most excellent 
of the Spirit’s gifts and the culminating quality of the Christian life. It is 
indeed the culminating quality of human existence, for we have seen in 
our consideration of the person of Jesus Christ that it was his manifesta¬ 
tion of absolute love that constitutes his God-manhood; for one in whom 
love has become absolute is carried to the very uppermost limits of the un¬ 
folding of human potentialities, so that he becomes one with God and the 
miracle of incarnation takes place. 

This is so because love, in its ontological sense, is letting-bc. Love usu¬ 
ally gets defined in terms of union, or the drive toward union, but such a 
definition is too egocentric. Love does indeed lead to community, but to 
aim primarily at uniting the other person to oneself, or oneself to him, is 
not the secret of love and may even be destructive of genuine commu¬ 
nity. 32 Love is letting-be, not of course in the sense of standing off from 
someone or something, but in the positive and active sense of cnabling-to- 
be. When we talk of “letting-bc,” we are to understand both parts of this 
hyphenated expression in a strong sense—“letting” as “empowering,” and 

32 Cf. Bonhocffcr’s criticism of Schlcicrmachcr’s definition of love, Sanctorum Com- 

munio, p. 123. 
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“be” as enjoying the maximal range of being that is open to the particular 
being concerned. Most typically, “letting-bc” means helping a person into 
the full realization of his potentialities for being; and the greatest love 
will be costly, since it will be accomplished by the spending of one’s own 
being. 

Love is letting-be even where this may demand the loosening of the 
bonds that bind the beloved person to oneself; this might well be the most 
costly of demands, and it is in the light of this kind of love that a drive 
toward union may seem egocentric. The parent, for instance, really loves 
the child by letting the child come into his potentialities for independent 
being, not by keeping him close. It may well be that the more adult rela¬ 
tionship establishes a deeper community of being between the two, but 
it is not impossible to visualize a case where really to love a person might 
mean that one has to renounce the treasured contact and association with 
that person, if only so that person can realize what there is in him to be. 

The Christian religion affirms that “God is love” 33 and this is so be¬ 
cause love is letting-be, and we have seen that the very essence of God 
as Being is to let-be, to confer, sustain, and perfect the being of the crea¬ 
tures. Christ is the God-man because he is the human existent who mani¬ 
fests an absolute love and so is the one in whom creaturely being converges 
with Being that creates. The Christian, so far as his life is being conformed 
to Christ, manifests the letting-be of love, and so is adopted into sonship 
and brought into a closer relation to God. 

We have been talking of an agapastic love rather than of the kind 
which is called eros. This aydm) which we designate “letting-be” and which 
consists in a self-spending is, above all, the love of God toward his crea¬ 
tion, and so the love of Christ and derivatively the love of Christians— 
though again let it be understood that no exclusive claim is being made 
here. This agapastic love is usually contrasted with tpws, and in so far as 
epws retains any self-centeredness, the contrast is justified. But according 
to the account that has been given in this book, we can assert that these 
two apparently contrasted forms of love are not ultimately opposed, for 
the one passes into the other, and again we have an instance of the so-called 
“natural” becoming perfected, or perhaps transformed, by grace. For 
“erotic” love (the adjective has, in modern use, been all too arbitrarily 
narrowed to the sexual passion) manifests itself at its highest in the quest 
of the creature for God. We have seen, in studying the doctrine of crea- 


33 1 John 4:8. 
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tion, that all created beings have a tendency to be like God, and that as we 
ascend the scale of beings, we come to those which, in a certain degree, 
are like God in being creative and in their power to let-be. So the long¬ 
ing to be like God (epa>s) contains in itself the seed of uydirq, for in so far 
as the longing is fulfilled (not indeed by our effort, but by divine grace) 
the love that longs is transformed into the love that lets-be. As this hap¬ 
pens, we understand that it is the same love on both sides—the love of 
God toward us that lets us be, and the love of God operating in us by the 
Holy Spirit and directing us to God, who in turn empowers us to share 
in his own letting-be. As this divine love works in men, every natural af¬ 
fection and relationship is worked upon and transformed by it. As Kierke¬ 
gaard saw, God “becomes the third party in every relationship of love.” 34 
This implies that we see the beloved person “in depth,” that is to say, in 
relation to Being or God, and not just as another being. There is not, as 
Nicolai Hartmann thought, a kind of competition between our love for 
God and our love for some fellow human being. On the contrary, it is 
when God too is loved in and through the other human person that love 
is purged from self-centeredness and becomes the love that “seeks not her 
own.” 35 

So the life that begins with conviction of sin, repentance, election, jus¬ 
tification, passes into the progressive work of sanctification, in which the 
Holy Spirit more and more conforms this life to Christ, deepening and 
extending it in faith, hope, and love. What then is to be the end of this 
life, and indeed of the whole creation in which such a manner of life has 
been brought forth? With this question, we pass to the theme of es¬ 
chatology. 


34 Works of Love , p. 124. 

35 I Cor. 13:5. 
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63. THE ESCHATOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 
Since around 1900, and especially as the result of the researches of such 
New Testament scholars as Johannes Weiss and Albert Schweitzer, it has 
come to be accepted that the teaching of the New Testament is to be un¬ 
derstood against the background of eschatology. In Bultmann’s words, “it 
has become more and more clear that the eschatological expectation and 
hope are the core of the New Testament preaching throughout.” 1 Thus 
whereas nineteenth-century liberals thought of the kingdom of God as a 
moral ideal after which men must aspire and which will be progressively 
realized, twentieth-century scholars tell us that for Jesus and the first 
disciples, the kingdom of God was to break in suddenly, not as a result of 
moral advance but by the supernatural intervention of God. 

Of course, the expression “eschatology” can be understood in many 
different ways. Some scholars see the beginnings of biblical eschatology 
in the expectation of an ideal ruler of Israel. Some of the early prophets 
entertained such an expectation, for instance, Isaiah, who visualized a de¬ 
scendant of the house of David on whom “the Spirit of the Lord shall 
rest.” 2 Whether such expectations should properly be called “eschatologi¬ 
cal” is a matter of definition. They do not seem to visualize any sharp 
break with the existing order, but speak of an ideal state of affairs within 
history, when there will be justice, peace, good government, and pros¬ 
perity. On the other hand, this ideal is not just a secular one. The ideal 
is to be realized not through human achievements (as in modern human¬ 
ism) or through an immanent principle of history (as in the Marxist dia¬ 
lectic) but through the “Spirit of the Lord.” 

1 Jesus Christ and Mythology, p. 13. 

2 Isa. 11:2. 




5 52 [part two: symbolic theology 

In later Judaism, as is well known, these expectations took a different 
turn. In the apocalyptic literature, the hope is not for an ideal within his¬ 
tory, but rather for one that lies beyond history and is discontinuous with 
the present world order. Its inaugurator would be no human descendant 
of the house of David but the supernatural “Son of Man,” and what he 
would inaugurate would be nothing less than a new age, or a new world, 
to replace the existing order. 

It is this second and more strongly supernaturalistic type of eschatology 
that was dominant when the New Testament was written and which gets 
taken over in its pages. Admittedly most of the New Testament writers 
avoid the more lurid details of Jewish apocalyptic, but the basic ideas are 
all represented. There is to be a sudden end to the age by a supernatural 
intervention, expected by some of these writers in their own lifetime; 3 
the Son of Man will come in glory; there will be a judgment at which all 
must give account; the faithful will pass to their reward in heaven; and 
the wicked will receive their punishment in hell. 

These ideas are so thoroughly mythological and so foreign to our mod¬ 
ern ways of thinking that we can understand something of the fright that 
seized the old liberal theologians when Weiss and Schweitzer discredited 
their subjective interpretations of the New Testament and told them that 
we must come to terms with eschatology. Obviously, if the eschatological 
ideas are so deeply pervasive of the New Testament, there can be no ade¬ 
quate interpretation that fails to take due note of them. But how can we 
make sense of such ideas today? We cannot take them as they stand, for 
they are tied up with a mythological mentality that we do not and indeed 
cannot share. We might perhaps visualize an end to the world, but this 
would be a “natural” end in accordance with our understanding of the 
world as a self-regulating entity, and would have nothing to do with the 
traditional eschatological notion of a supernatural irruption. 

Actually, eschatology became a problem requiring interpretation at a 
very early stage of the Christian community’s history. The world did not 
come to an end as expected. Already in a late New Testament writing we 
hear the kind of questions that were being asked: “Where is the promise 
of his coming? For ever since the fathers fell asleep, all things have 
continued as they were from the beginning of creation.” 4 The New 
Testament itself, and particularly the Fourth Gospel, also a relatively late 


3 Cf. Mark 9: i; I Thess. 4:15. 
* II Per. 3:4. 
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document, begins to reinterpret eschatology in the light of the primitive 
community’s disappointed expectations. 

But before we look at this question of interpretation, let us note a fur¬ 
ther distinction that has to be made in understanding the expression es¬ 
chatology.” We can think of it in terms of the individual. For him, the 
“last things” relate to death and whatever may come after death. From 
prehistoric times, it would seem, the final destiny of the individual has 
been a matter of religious concern, and certainly it has had an important 
place in the great historical religions. This question of man’s final destiny 
is, of course, a part of the whole question of human existence, and this, 
as we have seen, is the question from which the search for religious il¬ 
lumination takes its rise. As against this narrow concern with individual 
destiny, the expression “eschatology” may—and usually does—have a 
wider concern in view. But here it seems that a further distinction has to 
be made. The wider concern may be about the final destiny of a com¬ 
munity, and presumably the early biblical eschatology was primarily con¬ 
cerned about the destiny of Israel. Or the wider concern may have in 
view nothing less than the whole cosmos. What is to be the final destiny 
of our world and of its inhabitants? When expressed in this way, the 
eschatological question appears as the counterpart to the question of 
creation. 

The distinctions drawn here between individual, communal, and cosmic 
eschatologies have to be borne in mind as well as the earlier distinctions 
between historical and suprahistorical eschatologies. So we have a very 
complicated frame of reference to keep before us as we return to the 
question of the interpretation of the New Testament teaching about the 
last things. 

One possible interpretation would be to push the expected eschatologi¬ 
cal happenings to a remote and indefinite future. The coming of the Son 
of Man in glory, the judgment, the establishment of the kingdom—these 
things did not happen at once, as the first disciples had expected, so the 
first move toward a reappraisal might well be to suppose that it was all 
going to take longer. St. Paul himself seems to have moved from the ex¬ 
pectation of an almost imminent end to the belief that the end would be 
delayed until Israel too had been saved. 5 The traditional eschatology of 
the Church has been of the deferred futuristic type. Some time in the in¬ 
definite future, the promised events will take place. This doctrine has been 


5 Cf. the teaching of I Thessalonians with that of Romans. 
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eked out by the belief that a kind of interim judgment is passed on each 
individual soul at death. 

But this whole attempt at interpretation is unsatisfactory. It still moves 
in the mythological ideas of the original eschatology, and the whole no¬ 
tion of a divine intervention and the false kind of supernaturalism which it 
implies is not made any the less inconceivable by being quietly deferred 
to the never-never of the distant future. Furthermore, such a procedure 
robs eschatology of its existential significance, which was precisely the 
sense of urgency and responsibility that it brought into an existence con¬ 
ceived as existence in the face of the end. Eschatology has been existen¬ 
tially neutralized when the end gets removed to the distant future. Still a 
further objection is that the whole matter has been made quite other¬ 
worldly. It is perhaps a fair question whether Jewish apocalyptic and also 
some forms of belief in immortality were not simply escape-mechanisms 
by which one could flee into fantasy from an actual situation that had be¬ 
come too depressing to bear. Certainlv, much of the traditional Christian 
eschatology, whether conceived as the cosmic drama of the indefinite 
future or as the future bliss of the individual after death, has rightly de¬ 
served the censures of Marxists and Freudians who have seen in it the 
flight from the realities of present existence. 

An alternative interpretation is in terms of a realized eschatology. The 
promised events have already happened. Appeal is made especially to 
St. John’s Gospel, where the believer already “has eternal life” and has 
“passed from death to life”; where the “judgment of this world” is now; 
and where, according to some scholars, the coming of the Holy Spirit, 
or the “other Counselor,” is to be understood as the return of Christ. 6 
This realized eschatology certainly restores the existential dimension of 
the belief, and this happens above all when, as in Bultmann, the New 
Testament eschatology is understood as not only realized but individ¬ 
ualized. For every individual does live eschatologically when he knows 
himself to be living in the face of his own death; he works out his judg¬ 
ment by his daily deeds and decisions; and so far as he attains an authentic 
existence, he is laying hold of “eternal life.” 

This kind of interpretation is certainly an advance on the futuristic 
type, and it has good support in some parts of the New Testament. But it 
is defective precisely because it gains most plausibility from being individ¬ 
ualized, thus leaving out the whole cosmic and communal dimensions of 


6 John 5:24, 12:31, 14:16. 
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New Testament teaching. As far as the cosmos as a whole is concerned, 
or even the human race, the eschatological expectations are far from being 
realized. There can be no doubt that the New Testament writers them¬ 
selves intended much more than what is left when dcmythologizing has 
treated their eschatology as realized and individualized. Thus, while St. 
John’s Gospel does indeed abandon a purely future eschatology and 
brings the eschatological ideas into the here and now of our existence, 
commentators are generally agreed that the future reference has not been 
entirely relinquished. 7 In the Synoptic Gospels one likewise meets the 
paradox of the kingdom that is about to come, and yet has already been 
inaugurated and so is present. 

As with so many other theological questions, this one about the mean¬ 
ing of the last things is not to be answered by a simple decision between 
the competing theories, in this case of a futuristic and a realized eschatol¬ 
ogy. A satisfactory answer—that is to say, an answer that can meet the 
problem of eschatology in all the various dimensions and on all the various 
levels brought out in the earlier part of this discussion—must somehow 
combine the insights of both the realized and the futuristic interpretations. 
This is simply to urge that we must once again seek an existential-ontolog¬ 
ical interpretation; for it is realized eschatology that best expresses the 
existential significance of the last things, but it is in the more difficult 
mythological images of futuristic eschatology that we are to seek out the 
ontological significance. 

The outlines of an interpretation of the last things have already ap¬ 
peared in some of the earlier chapters of this systematic theology. It has 
been insisted that we are not to think of creating, reconciling, and con¬ 
summating as three successive actions of God, but rather as three distin¬ 
guishable but inseparable aspects of the one great action of holy Being, 
which is at once dynamic and stable. We have seen that the doctrine of 
creation need not be taken to imply that the world had a beginning in 
time. 8 Similarly, an eschatological doctrine does not necessarily imply an 
end of the world in time. Theologically, the doctrine of creation was un¬ 
derstood as meaning that man and the world are dependent upon holy 
Being, and this creaturely status is compatible with the possibility that 
there always has been a world. In a parallel way, the doctrine of eschatol¬ 
ogy means theologically that man and the world arc destined for holy 

7 Cf., e.g., C. K. Barrett, The Gospel according to St. John, p. 179. 

8 See above, p. 216. 
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Being and will find their completion and fulfillment in God, but this is 
quite compatible with the possibility that the world may continue to en¬ 
dure forever. Indeed, if we are to think of Being as not only stable but 
dynamic (and we must think of it in this way if it is to be taken as holy 
Being and thus as God), then it is hard to see how there ever could be 
an end to the world; for then God (Being) would have retired into un¬ 
differentiated Being as a kind of motionless uncarved block, and it is only 
Being that pours itself out through expressive Being that can claim adora¬ 
tion and allegiance, and that can rightly be named “God.” An end in 
time, in the sense of a stopping, would be a kind of death, even if some¬ 
thing like a perfection had been achieved. So just as we have thought of 
creation and reconciliation as continuous ongoing activities of holy Being, 
so we must try to conceive consummation as likewise continuous. 

It may be asked, however, whether science permits us to do so. The 
principle of entropy, which points to the running down of energy sys¬ 
tems, has sometimes been taken to mean that the whole cosmos will even¬ 
tually grind to a standstill. There has always been doubt as to whether 
one may legitimately apply the principle to the universe as a whole, and 
with recent theories of “continuous creation,” the idea of a “death of the 
universe” seems to have become less probable. The theological implica¬ 
tions of such a view have been variously interpreted. Let me say frankly, 
however, that if it were shown that the universe is indeed headed for an 
all-enveloping death, then this might seem to constitute a state of affairs so 
wasteful and negative that it might be held to falsify Christian faith and 
abolish Christian hope. 

Still, it is always very difficult to specify just what would finally falsify 
a whole belief system, such as the Christian faith. While I do think that 
the loss and waste involved in a “death of the universe” would raise a 
major question mark, it may be that at this point I am not sufficiently 
recognizing the transcendence of God in relation to the creation or that I 
am not sufficiently reckoning with the possibilities of transformation, for 
these, after all, must go far beyond what we can understand. So we must 
note that an alternative view is possible, and it has been well stated by 
John Knox: “If the worst should come, God’s being does not depend on 
man’s fate on this planet. We know that, either late or soon, eventually 
this fate is death, as surely as death is the earthly fate of every man. But 
our faith and hope in God are not confined within this ‘bourne of time 
and place.’ Not merely from generation to generation, but from everlast¬ 
ing to everlasting, he is God; and in ways beyond our understanding and 
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in worlds beyond our imagining, he will fulfill the loving purpose of his 
creative work.” n These words are certainly speculative, but in a universe 
of such mystery as ours, they are not empty and are a reasonable corol¬ 
lary of the central doctrines of the Christian faith. 

In thinking of a continuous consummation, Christian hope seeks a way 
of remaining consistent with the thought of God’s continuous work in 
creation and reconciliation, and also of combining the insight of both 
futuristic and realized accounts of the last things. Only a consummating 
work that is coextensive with the work of creation and reconciliation can 
interpret the paradox of an eschatology that has already happened and 
that nevertheless, as it points to what has happened and is happening, holds 
before us the hope of what is yet to happen. 

Perhaps we could say that eschatology is the element that introduces 
perspective into the Christian theological picture. We have already seen 
that death supplies the perspective in an individual existence, and makes 
possible something like a unified selfhood. In the same manner, it is the 
doctrine of an end that organizes the Christian understanding of the 
world, and which, together with the doctrines of creation and reconcilia¬ 
tion, brings hope and meaning into the picture. The God who creates 
(holy Being that lets-be) is also the destiny toward which all created things 
are drawn—a destiny not of death, but of new creativity and letting-be. Just 
as, if we pursued the converging lines of a perspective toward their van¬ 
ishing point on the horizon, we would find that they did not meet but 
that new vistas had opened out, so it may well be that we would never 
find any final point in time, and that the end would always be greater and 
more comprehensive than we had imagined. But this whole question of 
the end, whether for the individual, the community, or the cosmos, must 
be further elucidated as we try to see them in the eschatological perspec¬ 
tive of the Christian faith. 


64. COSMIC AND INDIVIDUAL DESTINIES 

As the title of this section announces, we arc about to embark on a more 
metaphysical and speculative flight than we have so far permitted our¬ 
selves in this book. Strictly speaking, we cannot know the ultimate desti¬ 
nies of the world or of man, and indeed we have stressed that this very 
lack of prevision is an essential element in man’s finitude. The Bible itself 


0 Never Far from Home , p. 170. 
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encourages a measure of agnosticism in these matters. St. Paul declares 
that what God has prepared “no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart 
of man conceived” 10 ; and St. John declares that “it does not yet appear 
what we shall be.” 11 Of course, both of them are thinking of the God 
who has revealed his love in Christ, so that their words represent, as I have 
said, only a measure of agnosticism. They serve as a warning against any 
too detailed speculation, but both St. Paul and St. John believed that this 
ultimate destiny would be entirely in accordance with what they had 
learned of God in Christ. We have already spoken of the Christian hope, 
which is to be set over against the fact that our finitude precludes our 
knowing. Surely, however, it is permissible within limits to try to spell 
out this hope, if only to show that it is, like other items in the Christian 
faith, reasonable, in the sense that we can conceive its possibility without 
having to contradict other well-established beliefs that we may have about 
our world or about human existence. 

Actually, while I said that we are going to embark on a more specula¬ 
tive flight, this will be closely related to the ideas of Being and existence 
that have been developed in the earlier part of this book. The speculation 
consists mainly in drawing an analogy between Being and the particular 
kind of being that belongs to man. We have seen that although Being is 
incomparable, since it is not some other being, it nevertheless has affinity 
to the beings in so far as it is present and manifest in the beings and lets 
them be. Moreover, in the hierarchy of beings, man stands highest as hav¬ 
ing most affinity to God. The analogy that we have in mind is indeed 
nothing other than the traditional analogia entis. But can we expound this 
more fully? 

We have seen that what constitutes existence is temporality, the stretch¬ 
ing of existence through the dimensions of past, present, and future; and 
moreover, what constitutes selfhood is the bringing into a unity of these 
three dimensions of temporality, as the existent draws them into one 
through acceptance of the remembered past, commitment to an overarch¬ 
ing possibility of the future, and openness in the present to both of these. 
Is it possible then to suppose some analogous structure in Being? It has 
been repeatedly said that we cannot think of holy Being apart from a 
dynamism, and we cannot in turn think of a dynamic of Being apart from 
time. 12 Being needs time in which to expand and express itself, just as the 

10 1 Cor. 2:9. 

11 I John 3:2. 

12 See above, p. 111. 
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human existent needs temporality to realize selfhood. Yet Being is not only 
dynamic but stable, just as a self is not a mere series of “nows” but a unity 
which gathers up the flow of instants and embraces them in a whole. In 
the language that we used in expounding the doctrine of the triune God, 
let us recall that we have to reckon with unitive Being as well as expres¬ 
sive Being. Let us recall too that time is in Being rather than Being in time. 

So we can visualize (and our language can be only very approximate, 
seeming to describe as something that happened once what is more likely 
to be a never-ending and never-beginning activity) the emergence of pri¬ 
mordial Being through expressive Being into time and history, yet in such 
a way that through its self-outpouring from its original unbroken unity, 
a new and richer unity is being all the time built up through unitive Being, 
a unity that with every creative outpouring becomes richer and fuller 
still. The end would be all things gathered up in God, all things brought 
to the fulfillment of their potentialities for being, at one among themselves 
and at one with Being from which they have come and for which they 
are destined. But this end too could not be thought of as a point that will 
eventually be reached, for at every point new vistas will open up. Being 
must remain at once stable and dynamic. A static perfection, achieved 
once for all, would be frozenness. We have to visualize rather what, al¬ 
ready long ago in the idealist tradition, Sir Henry Jones described as a 
“moving from perfection to perfection.” 13 As the context widens through 
the constant expansion of the horizons of time and history, so the ideal of 
perfection becomes richer. That a movement toward this perfection is 
taking place cannot be proved, but we have seen how we can regard this 
as a reasonable faith in an ambiguous world. The present speculations are 
certainly not meant to be proof, but perhaps they reinforce the claim that 
the Christian hope is a reasonable one, for they give some inkling of how 
we might conceive the kind of stability-in-dynamism that seems to be 
demanded. 

But have we perhaps been so concerned with the question of the destiny 
of the cosmos that we have lost sight altogether of the individual human 
existence? Or are we to suppose that individual existents are entirely sub¬ 
ordinated to the cosmic process, and are simply swallowed up in the 
grander destiny of the whole? Perhaps our reference to idealism has made 
it appear as if Being is going to turn out to be just a new version of the 
all-devouring Absolute of nineteenth-century Hegelianism. 


13 A Faith that Enquires, p. 359. 
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Certainly, it ought to be said that any worthy conception of the ulti¬ 
mate destiny of the individual must be purged from every trace of ego- 
centricity. Often one has the impression that arguments for immortality 
or for the continued existence of the individual are infected by a wrong 
kind of self-regard. If the fulfillment of individual existence is to be some¬ 
how like God, then this means learning the love that loses itself by pour¬ 
ing itself out; and this might mean that the individual existent must be 
prepared to vanish utterly into the whole, and for the sake of the whole. 

Yet, on the other hand, such absorption would seem to defeat the very 
meaning of that complex divine activity which we have described as 
creation-reconciliation-consummation. If everything is to return to an 
undifferentiated unity, then creation would have been pointless in the 
first place, and all the risk of creation, and its suffering and striving, would 
have been sheer waste. Rather, our belief is that the whole process only 
makes sense in so far as, in the risk and struggle of creation, that which is 
is advancing into fuller potentialities of being and is overcoming the forces 
that tend toward dissolution; and that continually a richer and more fully 
diversified unity is being built up. This unity is far more valuable than any 
merely undifferentiated unity, and furthermore, each new stage in this 
unity is more valuable than the more restricted one that went before it. 
The end, we have seen reason to believe, would be a commonwealth of 
free responsible beings united in love; and this great end is possible only 
if finite existents are preserved in some kind of individual identity. Here 
again, we may emphasize that the highest love is not the drive toward 
union, but rather letting-be. 

The individual, so far as he lays hold on the potentialities of existence 
and becomes a unified self, transcends the mere succession of “nows” and 
unifies his past, present, and future. But we have seen that he does this 
through “grace,” through the very movement of Being in him. Can we 
then suppose that as the individual achieves his own being and so tran¬ 
scends a mere successiveness (so that temporality is in him, rather than he 
in time), he is also taken up into that wider unifying action of Being, on 
which we speculated earlier? We can only dimly imagine what it might 
be like for all time to be gathered up in a vast unity, analogous to that in 
which an integrated self gathers up the past, present, and future of a 
limited existence. The Bible hints at the contrast between the unification 
of time in Being and the unification of temporality in existence in the 
words: “A thousand years in thy sight are but as yesterday when it is 
past, or as a watch in the night.” 14 But we can visualize this gathering up 
14 Ps. 90:4. 
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of all time and all beings in God, and in such a way that their distinctness 
would be preserved. Certainly, they would be utterly transformed, and 
we could not guess what their mode of experience might be—and here 
we may recall the measure of agnosticism that we noted in the New 
Testament. 

These remarks might seem to favor the doctrine usually known as 
“conditional immortality,” for we seem to be saying that if the individual 
achieves selfhood and so is caught up into the constructive movement of 
Being, then he has his place in that structure of Being that transcends the 
passage of time; and the implication seems to be that if the individual fails 
to achieve selfhood, then he slips back into the nothing out of which he 
had come. A doctrine of conditional immortality is at least preferable to 
the barbarous doctrine of an eternal hell, and of this more will be said 
later. But perhaps the Christian hope can carry us further even than a 
belief in conditional immortality. If God is indeed absolute letting-be, and 
if his letting-be has power to overcome the risks of dissolution, then per¬ 
haps in the end (so we must speak) no individual existence that has been 
called out of nothing: will utterly return to nothing:, but will move nearer 
to the fulfillment of its potentialities, as the horizons of time and history 
continually expand, and it is set in an ever wider reconciling context. In 
other words, we prefer a doctrine of “universalism” to one of “condi¬ 
tional immortality,” and this seems more in line with the eschatological 
hope that all things will indeed find their fullness in God. 

These remarks imply that, after all, achievement of selfhood and full¬ 
ness of being is a matter of degree, and a sharp dividing line cannot be 
drawn between the “righteous” and the “wicked.” Just as we may sup¬ 
pose that on the one side, no individual human existence is irretrievably 
lost, it seems that we must likewise suppose on the other side that no 
individual existence comes to complete perfection. Just as we saw that the 
“end” of the cosmos is not some static perfection, but a movement from 
perfection to perfection, we must even more strongly assert that the goal 
of a human existence cannot be static, but, even if we call it a “perfec¬ 
tion,” must be an expanding perfection within the continually expanding 
perfections of Being. Since to exist is to be temporal, the attainment of a 
static perfection would mean the end of existence. It is perhaps significant 
that prayers for the departed seem to have moved from the thought of 
the attainment of static rest to that of increasing perfection. In 1549 the 
Book of Common Prayer besought for them “thy mercy and everlasting 
peace”; the current American edition prays for their “continual growth in 
thy love and service.” What this implies for our understanding of the 
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ideas of heaven, hell, and the intermediate state (for clearly we must visu¬ 
alize such an intermediate state) will need to be considered in the next 
section. 

Meantime, let us remind ourselves of what the present section is sup¬ 
posed to have done for our inquiry. It has been based on the one hand 
on the Christian hope, and this in turn arises from the whole fabric of 
Christian faith and theology; it is this hope that allows us to believe in a 
destiny of fulfillment for both the cosmos and the individual. Our remarks 
have been based on the other hand on the deployment of those ontological 
and existential notions which have underlain our whole theological exposi¬ 
tion, and the purpose of bringing them into this particular discussion has 
been to show that the Christian hope is not mere fantasy but can, within 
the limits that are imposed on us, be expounded within an intelligible and 
reasonable framework of thought. In the light of this exposition, we can 
now press forward to a fuller interpretation of the last things. 


65. THE PRINCIPAL ESCHATOLOGICAL IDEAS 
INTERPRETED 

1. The first eschatological idea to be considered, and perhaps the most 
fundamental, is eternal life. This expression is preferable to “immortality,” 
which is a word with at least two defects. One of these is that it implies 
some kind of substantial soul, and that the substance of this soul is im¬ 
perishable and so endures forever. At an early stage of our theological 
inquiry, we rejected the idea of a ready-made substantial soul, and also the 
idea that a unitary self needs some substratum that persists in a thinglike 
way. 15 Instead, we saw that the self or soul is a potentiality of existence 
to be realized (or lost) in the deeds and decisions of life; and that its rela¬ 
tion to time is quite different from that of a thing that persists through 
successive instants. The other defect in the expression “immortality” is 
that it suggests a soul that carries on apart from the body. When we try 
to think of it, the notion of a disembodied existence is very hard to con¬ 
ceive, and should probably not be called “existence” at all. For one only 
exists as one is in relation to other persons and things, and such relations 
are possible only through the body. The New Testament speaks of “resur¬ 
rection” rather than of “immortality,” and thereby ensures that a full 
existence is meant, even if, as St. Paul seems to have done, one is asked to 



15 Sec above, pp. 74-76. 
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imagine a “spiritual body” as distinct from the “natural body.” 10 What¬ 
ever else this may mean, it recognizes that to exist is to be in a world, 
and it is only by having a body of some sort that one can be in a world. 
Thus immortality, in the sense of the persistence forever of an imperish¬ 
able disembodied soul-substance, would seem to be only a shadowy kind 
of sub-existence, like the kind visualized in Hades or Sheol, and it might 
well turn out to be intolerably boring and frustrating. 

But if we rule out these possibilities, what are we to understand by 
“eternal life”? We must take our clue from the way in which the self 
transcends the succession of “nows.” As selfhood develops, one becomes 
less and less the creature of the instant, subject to its passing circumstances 
or desires, and one attains more and more a unified existence that tran¬ 
scends mere successiveness and integrates past, present, and future. This 
is already to have, so to speak, a “taste” of eternal life; and since presum¬ 
ably every human being will at some time attain enough of selfhood to 
have such a taste, then, as has often been argued, man already has in him 
the quest for an “eternal” destiny and cannot be satisfied with merely 
transient goods. Moreover, if we take this approach to the meaning of 
“eternal life,” it is easily understandable how, as in the Fourth Gospel, 
such life can be thought of as accessible to us here and now. 

Obviously, however, the full meaning of “eternal life” must go far be¬ 
yond what is, after all, the universal human experience of transcending 
mere successiveness. “Eternal life” is the limit toward which this tran¬ 
scending of the instant points. But since it is such transcending of the 
instant that makes possible selfhood, then “eternal life” lies at the limit of 
selfhood. From our previous discussions, however, we have seen that the 
limit of selfhood is christhood, for the Christ is the one who brought to 
fulfillment all the possibilities of selfhood. 17 But Christ is the one who, by 
his utter self-giving, is taken up into Godhood; or, alternatively expressed 
he is the incarnate one in whom manhood and Godhood converge. To at- 
tain “eternal life” is to be adopted as sons with Christ into the life of 
God. Christ is rightly called “the first fruits of those who have fallen 
asleep” but who will “in Christ ... be made alive.” 18 We have already 
speculated on how the individual existence may be taken up into the vaster 
movement of Being, and, eschatologically speaking, this would seem to 
be the universal human destiny, of which we sec the prototype in Christ. 

10 I Cor. 15:44. 

17 Sec above, p. 500. 

1S I Cor. 15:20, 22. 
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And while we have talked here of Christ’s being “taken up” into God- 
hood, it was made clear in our christological discussion that this is not to 
be understood in any evolutionist or adoptionist sense, but is at the same 
time God’s coming down to us. Hence we are not suggesting that eternal 
life is man’s automatic progress toward deity, but rather that this is the 
movement of Being in him, the movement of the grace of which Christ 
was the bearer and revealer. What is visualized is not an arrogant human 
attempt to become divine, but rather the kind of deification which the 
Fathers envisaged, whereby all human life would be permeated by grace 
and fulfilled in the divine consummation. What took place in the Christ 
who, by utterly giving himself, “ascended” to be with God, is destined 
to take place in all mankind, following in the way of his cross and resur¬ 
rection. In St. Athanasius’ famous words, “he was made man that we 
might be made God.” 19 If this statement seems too strong, we may pre¬ 
fer St. Irenaeus’ remark that the Spirit “purifies man and raises him up 
to the life of God.” 20 Such will be the completion of that “eternal life” 
into which in varying degrees men enter now, and for which, by the very 
constitution of his existence, man is impelled to seek. 

2. Next something may be said briefly about judgment. As a present, 
continuous activity, judgment is hardly to be distinguished from provi¬ 
dence, to which we devoted an earlier discussion . 21 It will be remembered 
that providence was understood as God’s activity in establishing and ad¬ 
vancing the being of the creatures in the face of the risk of dissolution. 
Judgment is an aspect of this activity. As has been already stated, it is the 
reverse side of grace, the two together constituting God’s providential 
work. Judgment can be thought of as a kind of sifting, whereby the dis¬ 
tortions of evil are brought to defeat and dissolution and the tendencies 
toward authentic being are advanced. 

In an ambiguous world where good and evil seem to be about equally 
matched, this belief in judgment remains on the level of faith. We have 
already discussed, in connection with the problems of providence and 
evil, the grounds on which a belief in judgment may be held. Belief in a 
final judgment is the hope that what is now ambiguous will resolve itself, 
and the advance of good over evil will decisively prevail. This ambiguous 
world is, in the imagery of the gospel parable, like a field in which wheat 
and weeds are growing together. Belief in a last judgment is the hope that 

1 9 De lncarnatione , liv, 3. 

20 A dv. Haer., IV, ix, 2. 

21 See above, pp. 239-246. 
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weeds will be eliminated and the good wheat brought to maturity. 22 This 
need not mean a destruction or dissolution of the beings that have become 
distorted. Judgment and grace, let us remember, arc two sides of a single 
activity, and we have already seen reason to prefer “universalism” to a 
doctrine of “conditional immortality” and a fortiori to any doctrine of 
everlasting punishment. 

Belief in a judgment which is not merely ongoing but is also final, 
in the sense that it is a transforming of evil into good, a healing of 
injuries, a restoring of what had been destroyed or blighted, is an inevita¬ 
ble consequence of the belief that there is a righteous God, or that Being 
is gracious. It is worth noting that, in a world where there is so much 
manifest injustice and waste, it has been the demand for justice rather than 
any self-centered so-called “wishful thinking” that has been a major force 
in the rise of eschatological beliefs. A modern theologian who has made 
much of eschatology and especially of the idea of the resurrection of the 
dead, Jurgen Moltmann, claims that this idea is “a way toward expressing 
belief in the righteousness of God. As the righteousness of God, it cannot 
be limited, even by death. So God will summon both dead and living 
before his judgment seat.” 2:1 Admittedly, the language here is mythologi¬ 
cal, but the demand for righteousness remains with us today and still calls 
for the transformation and renewal of history, represented by the idea of 
judgment. 

3. Heaven is one of the most difficult of the eschatological ideas, partly 
because it has become entangled in so much mythological imagery, but 
perhaps more importantly because it so easily becomes associated with 
egocentric longings. This arises from our way of talking about heaven as 
a “reward.” It certainly is not a reward in the sense of being some kind of 
external compensation for the life of faith, and least of all a compensation 
that might be supposed to make up for the renunciations of faith. Such a 
view of heaven is indeed despicable. 

Heaven is not a reward that gets added on to the life of faith, hope, and 
love, but it is simply the end of that life, that is to say, the working out of 
the life that is oriented by these principles. Understood in this way, there 
is nothing either mythological or egocentric about heaven. The symbol 
stands for fullness of being; it is the fruition toward which the existent 
advances as he is brought into “eternal life.” Since this fruition is an in- 

22 Matt. 13:30. 

23 The Crucified God, p. 174. 
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creasing closeness to Being, so that the individual being converges upon 
Being and is taken up into Being, heaven is rightly identified with the 
“beatific vision,” that direct indubitable awareness of the immediate pres¬ 
ence of God which may be contrasted with the attitude of faith where, in 
this ambiguous world, we “see in a mirror dimly.” 24 B\it this closeness to 
God is the furthest thing imaginable from the satisfaction of an egocentric 
craving. We have seen that to be “like to God” is to have the capacity for 
letting-bc, for conferring being. This likeness to God, which we see at its 
highest in Christ, means the outpouring of one’s own being. It was a sound 
insight which led the early Church to believe that only the martyrs might 
immediately enter heaven and that other Christians would need purifica¬ 
tion; for the martyrs are those who have utterly transcended selfish be¬ 
ing, and attained a likeness to Christ, and so to God. If this can be talked 
about at all as a “reward,” it is the reward of having been delivered from 
any seeking for rewards. This is nothing but the perfecting of self-giving 
love. The only reward of such love is an increased capacity for it. 

Rightly interpreted, then, heaven is neither mythological nor egocen¬ 
tric, but is simply the goal of human existence. We may think of it as the 
upper limit, but presumably, in line with our earlier discussion, every 
attainment of this limit would disclose further possibilities beyond it. 

4. If heaven is fullness of being and the upper limit of human existence, 
hell may be taken as loss of being and the lower limit. Loss of being need 
not mean annihilation, but includes every declination from a genuinely 
personal existence and every divergence from the fulfillment of authentic 
potentialities for being. Thus hell, like the other eschatological ideas, can 
stand for a present phenomenon and can in varying degrees be experi¬ 
enced here and now. To talk of hell as a “punishment” is just as unsatis¬ 
factory as to talk of heaven as a “reward.” Hell is not some external or 

J 

arbitrary punishment that gets assigned for sin, but is simply the working 
out of sin itself, as it destroys the distinctively personal being of the sinner. 

Whether in fact anyone ever comes to the point of utterly losing his 
personal being, or of falling away altogether from the potentialities of 
such being, may be doubted. If this should happen, then we would be 
committed to a doctrine of “conditional immortality,” as we have already 
mentioned. This utter limit of hell would be annihilation, or at least the 
annihilation of the possibility for personal being. Since salvation is itself 
personal, and must therefore be freely accepted, God cannot impose it 


24 I Cor. 13:12. 
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upon anyone, so we must at least leave open the possibility that this kind 
of annihilation might be the final destiny for some. Yet since we have re¬ 
fused to draw a sharp line between the “righteous” and the “wicked,” and 
since we have suggested that even for the man made righteous, heaven is 
not finally attained, but each heaven opens up new possibilities of perfec¬ 
tion, so on the other side we seem compelled to say that the sinner never 
gets to the point of complete loss and so never gets beyond the reconciling 
activity of God. Needless to say, we utterly reject the idea of a hell where 
God everlastingly punishes the wicked, without hope of deliverance. Even 
earthly penologists are more enlightened nowadays. Rather we must be¬ 
lieve that God will never cease from his quest for universal reconciliation, 
and we can firmly hope for his victory in this quest, though recognizing 
that this victory can only come when at last there is the free cooperation 
of every responsible creature. 

5. Our discussion of heaven and hell has made it clear that we must also 
take cognizance of the state of purgatory, or, as some nineteenth-century 
Anglican theologians preferred to call it, the “intermediate state.” It is 
hard to understand why Protestant theologians have such a violent preju¬ 
dice against this conception, for it seems to me to be indispensable to any 
reasonable understanding of Christian eschatology. If, as in the present 
work, we think of heaven and hell as limits to be approached rather than 
final conditions in which to remain: if we try to visualize eschatology in 
dynamic rather than in static terms; if we refuse to draw any hard and 
fast line between the “righteous” and the “wicked,” or between the “elect” 
and the “reprobate”; if we reject the idea that God’s reconciling work is 
restricted to the people living at this particular moment, and believe that 
his reconciliation can reach anywhere, so that it makes sense to pray for 
the departed; above all, if we entertain any universalist hopes of salvation 
for the whole creation, then we are committed to the belief in an inter¬ 
mediate state, whether or not we call it “purgatory.” 

The name “purgatory” is, however, entirely appropriate, for it points 
to the process by which we are fitted for that union with God which is 
our ultimate destiny. Heaven, purgatory, and hell are not sharply sepa¬ 
rated, but fern a kind of continuum through which the soul may move, 
perhaps from the near-annihilation of sin to the closest union with God. 
Indeed, the concept of purgatory served the valuable purpose of intro¬ 
ducing the dynamic, moving element into the traditional scheme, where 
heaven and hell could easily be mistaken for fixed immutable states. 

Just as heaven and hell, in varying degrees, can be experienced in the 
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present, so purgatory belongs to present experience. It is one aspect of 
that process of sanctification, whereby we are conformed to Christ. But as 
with the other ideas, the meaning of “purgatory” extends beyond the 
here and now. If the ultimate destiny of the individual is somehow to be 
taken up into the vaster movement of Being, then purgatory is the process 
by which he becomes fitted for this. He is called out of nothing into exis¬ 
tence, from existence to selfhood, from selfhood to christhood and incor¬ 
poration into God. This whole move-ment is a process of purification. Let 
us recall again St. Irenaeus’ words about the Spirit who “purifies man and 
raises him up to the life of God.” 

The prejudice against the idea of purgatory is perhaps in part due to 
some of the traditional imagery, and to the stress that has been laid on 
the sufferings of purgatory. Thus Tillich complains that “in Catholic doc¬ 
trine, mere suffering does the purging” and he argues that “it is a theo¬ 
logical mistake to derive transformation from pain alone instead of from 
grace which gives blessedness within pain.” 23 But this is to misunderstand 
the association of suffering with purgatory. This is to be understood anal¬ 
ogously with the association of heaven with reward and hell with pun¬ 
ishment, that is to say, as an intrinsic, existential relation. The kind of 
“suffering” envisaged in purgatory is not an external penalty that has to 
be paid, but is our suffering with Christ, our being crucified with him as 
we are conformed to him, the painful surrender of the ego-centered self 
that the God-centered self of love may take its place. This is precisely 
that “blessedness within pain,” of which Tillich speaks. We have insisted 
throughout that grace and judgment are two sides of one activity. Even 
to recognize God in Christ, we have seen, is also to know the pain of con¬ 
viction of sin. 26 But this kind of pain is not “mere suffering.” It is not an 
externally inflicted pain, but the intrinsic pain inseparable from transfigura¬ 
tion, from sharing in the death and resurrection of Christ. Purgatory itself 
is nothing but this dying and rising. In the splendid words of Romano 
Guardini, “death upon death has to be endured so that new life may 
arise.” 27 

6 . The crowning eschatological idea is that of the kingdom of God. 
This recalls us from our discussions of the destiny of the individual to 
that of the Zaharov of holy Being itself, and of course only within this im¬ 
measurably vaster frame can the individual have his destiny. 

23 Systematic Theology, vol. Ill, p. 417. 

20 See above, pp. 338-339. 

27 The Last Things, p. 46. 
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We have already sufficiently indicated how the kingdom of God is to 
be conceived. It would be a commonwealth of free beings, united in Being 
and with each other through love, yet since this is the love that lets-be, 
preserving a diversity that heightens the value of the unity far above that 
of any undifferentiated unity. 

The kingdom of God would be the full manifestation of the holiness 
of Being, which at present is seen only by faith in a world that presents 
an ambiguous face. Here we can understand too what is meant by the 
thought of Christ’s coming again “with glorv” to inaugurate the fullness 
of the kingdom. For while we have claimed that Christ is the “focus” of 
holy Being, and that this has made its advent and epiphany in him, we 
acknowledged too that the human life of Jesus of Nazareth was, like 
everything else in this world, an ambiguous phenomenon. Christian faith 
sees that life “in depth” and hails it as the incarnation of God; but it can 
be seen also as just another human existence, more or less important ac¬ 
cording to one’s point of view. To speak of his coming “with glory” is to 
point to that feature of the kingdom of God which means the resolution 
of the ambiguities of the world and the unmistakable manifestation of the 
holiness of Being. 

Like the other eschatological phenomena, the kingdom of God is al¬ 
ready present. It is not to be identified with the Church (we shall speak 
of this later) though one might hope that the Church, together with any 
other communities of the Spirit, might be, so to speak, the spearhead of 
the kingdom in the world. But the Church itself shares too much of the 
world’s ambiguity to be regarded as the kingdom, which still lies ahead. 

Here we may recall the contrast between the nineteenth-century 
ethical-progressive view of the kingdom, and the twentieth-century stress 
on its supra-historical and cataclysmic nature. Probably the pendulum has 
swung too violently, and a theology of the kingdom needs to combine 
the two insights. The older liberal view was surely right in recognizing 
that some measure of human cooperation is needed for the realizing of the 
kingdom, and surely right also in acknowledging a growth of the king¬ 
dom in the world. In spite of what New Testament scholars of the oppo¬ 
site persuasion may say, this would seem to be the natural interpretation 
of those parables of the kingdom that compare it to a seed that grows 
into a mighty tree, or to the leaven that works in the bread. 28 But the 
eschatological interpretation rightly rules out any evolutionary humanism 


28 Matt. 13:31-33. 
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in these conceptions. It is God who is the author of the kingdom, and it 
is his grace that is realizing it, albeit with the free cooperation of human 
beings. And while the eschatological interpretation may seem to become 
otherworldly in placing the kingdom beyond history, it is only being 
realistic. It is utopian and foolish to suppose that the kingdom could be 
realized on earth, though on the other hand it is not foolish to strive to¬ 
ward its increasing realization, for the Christian hope encourages us to 
believe that it really is the “entelechy” of the cosmos. But its realization 
(and we have already seen that this can never be final) can only be in 
that vaster synthesis of Being, gathering up past, present, and future, and 
perfecting all things in an ever-widening context. This we can compre¬ 
hend only in a very dim fashion, but the revelation of God’s grace on the 
one hand and reflection on existence and Being on the other combine to 
assure us that this is a reasonable hope and worthy of our highest alle¬ 
giance and endeavors. 
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66. FAITH AND EMBODIED EXISTENCE 

In this third division of our work, we are not abandoning theology or 
even becoming less theological, but we shall have to deal more directly 
with the relation of theology to the ordering of our lives in the world. 
The datum for theology is faith, and faith, as we have seen, is not merely 
belief but an existential attitude. Theology tries to bring faith to coherent 
verbal expression, and so claims to be an intellectual enterprise. But faith 
expresses itself in many other ways than in words, and it would be some¬ 
thing less than faith if it did not issue in a quality of life. Theology does 
not usurp these other ways, but it has a duty to serve and to guide them. 
The better we understand our faith and the revelation on which it is 
based, the more understandingly shall we be able to express that faith 
over the whole range of existence. It is not being claimed that theology 
precedes action, for we have said from the beginning that theology arises 
out of the commitment of faith; but on the other hand, action that is not 
guided by reflection becomes blind and impulsive. Theological understand¬ 
ing only grows in the course of involvement in the concrete situation of 
faith, yet the life of faith itself is lit up and strengthened by the kind 
of understanding that theology brings. In the first and second divisions of 
this work, while we have always striven to keep open an existential di¬ 
mension in our theologizing, we have been chiefly concerned with the 
exposition of ideas and symbols within the structure of philosophical and 
symbolic theology. Now we have to consider what theological guidelines 
can be provided for the concrete expression of Christian faith in the world. 

Already we touched on the relation of faith to religion, 1 and religion 
1 See above, pp. 157-161. 
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was defended against its detractors because, as the whole complex of 
structures that grow out of the faith-revelation situation, religion is re¬ 
quired by existents whose very being is a bcing-in-the-world. To exist is 
to exist as an embodied person, involved whether we like it or not in 
institutions, laws, customs, and the like. Perhaps a purely private religious 
faith might keep itself uncontaminated from these earthly vehicles, but we 
are concerned not with private faith but with the faith of the Christian 
community, and it is hard to see how this could subsist at all without some 
institutional structures. 

It seems to me a strange contradiction that some of those who are most 
forward in advocating a “worldly” or “secular” Christianity think that 
they can best do this by attacking “religion” and its structures and insti¬ 
tutions. No doubt, as we shall see, many of their criticisms are valid. But 
a faith that is secular and worldly is precisely the kind of faith that must 
express itself in the institutionalized fabric of human existence. Only in¬ 
dividualism, or worse still a false spirituality, tries to escape from historical 
embodied institutions which are inseparable from a worldly existence. 
Baron Von Hugel wrote again and again of the need of institutional struc¬ 
tures as part of what it means to be embodied human beings in history, 
and as an implicate too of the incarnation. In one place he writes: “Com¬ 
plete humility imperatively demands my continuous recognition of my 
own multiform need of my fellow-creatures, especially of those wiser and 
better than myself, and of my lifelong need of training, discipline, incor¬ 
poration; full humility requires filial obedience and docility towards men 
and institutions.” 2 Likewise St. Paul, in the most spontaneous days of Chris¬ 
tianity’s unfolding, never forgot that “we have this treasure in earthen 
vessels.” 3 

Man’s possibility is always inseparable from his facticity, and this means 
that he needs earthly structures—institutional, ritual, legal, customary, 
and of many other kinds—in which his spiritual activities can be chan¬ 
neled and stabilized. Everyone knows that this immediately brings the dan¬ 
ger that these activities will be conventionalized and deprived of worth. 
To institutionalize them may mean simply to domesticate them and render 
them harmless. Their spontaneity is killed, and perhaps we secretly wish 
it so, for we have found these new possibilities disturbing. We want to 
tame them and bring them under control, and so far as the institutions of 


- Essays and Addresses on the Philosophy of Religion, First Series, p. 264. 
2 II Cor. 4:7. 
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religion do this with man’s experience of holy Being, then criticism of re¬ 
ligion is a task that needs to be continually undertaken. But the fact that 
these institutional forms can be abused does not mean that they should be 
abandoned. We may see a parallel between the institutions, rituals, and 
regulations of religion and the symbols which we saw to be inseparable 
from any thinking about God. These symbols were compared to trans¬ 
formers that break down what in itself would be overwhelming, so that 
it becomes accessible. In the same way, the “earthen vessels” of religion 
bring grace and revelation to bear on the life of a society within the 
world. It is absurd to see in them an attempt to “manage” or “manipulate” 
God (even if this is to be acknowledged as a danger) for without such 
worldly means faith would remain vaporized and disembodied, and cer¬ 
tainly no communal faith could long survive in such a manner, and still 
less could it be effective. 

The earthly structures which constitute the religious apparatus through 
which faith expresses itself and functions in the world are of various 
kinds. A faith that is more than individual will embody itself in an associa¬ 
tionn, using the word “association” in the sense defined by R. M. Maclver 
for an “organization established within society for the achievement of 
conscious and therefore limited purposes.” 4 Just how suitable this defini¬ 
tion is for a specifically religious association, we shall consider later. But 
for the present, let us recognize that what hitherto we have for the most 
part called the “community of faith” will, in the concrete, take the form 
of an association, usually a “church,” but always an association of some 
sort, even in the case of sectarian groups, or groups that have become 
disaffected with the regular church. Associations, in turn, can hardly 
operate apart from institutions, which we understand (again following 
Maclver) as “recognized modes in accordance with which communities 
and associations regulate their activities.” 5 Among the structures of insti¬ 
tutionalized religion one would mention the ritual acts in which the cult 
embodies itself; the sacred books which are the repository of revelation, 
though not identical with revelation; the creeds and dogmas in which the 
common faith has expressed itself, so that they have become as it were 
badges or identifying marks of those who belong to this community. 
There are also offices, for every religion, including those that set out to 
be egalitarian, has its leadership and its special functions. Finally, there 

4 The Modem State, p. 5. 

5 Ibid., p. 6. 
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must be at least a minimum of commonly accepted laws, or rules, to ensure 
the coherence and proper functioning of the apparatus. 

It is understandable that many people who might be willing to follow 
us through the unfolding of philosophical theology and even of symbolic 
theology should hesitate to accompany us further into this region that we 
have called “applied theology.” Cannot we do without all this cumbrous 
mechanism? Even if reduced to its simplest elements, must not the whole 
institutional side of religion impose upon us the burden of a complex and 
rigid apparatus? And must it not (like similar secular organizations) have 
a tendency always to proliferate itself and to develop new complexities.' 
And must not this in turn result in a killing of the spontaneity of faith, a 
false schematizing of revelation, and a hardening of the whole experience 
of the holy into a legalism—precisely the kind of legalism against which 
the great protagonists of faith have protested through the ages—from the 
Hebrew prophets through Jesus and St. Paul to the Reformers and even 
to the modern existentialists, from whose insights we have drawn so much 
in these studies? Is not the only application of Christian theology that we 
can accept as valid simply the life of love? 

All of this has a large measure of truth, and can find much support in 
the actual history of Christianity, where again and again the apparatus has 
come to count for more than that which it was supposed to serve, and 
the faith that was meant to liberate and to lead to selfhood has been trans¬ 
formed into a legalistic encumbrance. Yet while we must always be alert 
to protect the fragile plant of spontaneous, personal being, we must also 
recognize that institutional structures were intended precisely to protect 
this plant, even if they sometimes smother it. Man is possibility, and from 
this comes his freedom, his creativity, his power to love, and everything 
else that falls under the inexact but useful word, “spiritual”; but he is also 
facticity, tied to the world and to earthly modes of existence. To recog¬ 
nize the necessity of earthly forms in religion is simply to accept who we 
are and where we are, and this is more properly called “worldly” Chris¬ 
tianity than the kind of religion that aims at bypassing all institutional 
forms in hope of expressing itself in a purely “spiritual” manner. 

Presumably the eschatological ideal (the kingdom of God) would not 
need the apparatus that man needs while he is still in via. In his vision of 
heaven, the writer of Revelation says, “I saw no temple in the city, for its 
temple is the Lord God the Almighty, and the Lamb.” 6 Voltaire’s hero in 
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the land of Eldorado saw no temples and wondered if the people had any 
faith in God; he was told that they had indeed, but that their worship was 
constituted by their daily work. 7 But what might be true “at the end,” or 
true for man if he were, as Voltaire and many of his contemporaries sup¬ 
posed, capable of leading a purely “rational” existence, is not true of man 
as he actually lives in world history, and to pretend that it is would be a 
strange kind of angelism. To try to escape or bypass historical institutions 
is impossible for two reasons—man’s embodiment, and also his sin. 

It may be remembered that Voltaire’s hero did not find any lawcourts, 
legislature, or prison in Eldorado, for the inhabitants had no need of these 
things in their spontaneous rationality. Calvin had a more realistic and less 
utopian view of the matter when he recognized that civil government is 
necessary to man’s historical condition, and apparently believed that even 
a bad government is far preferable to anarchy. 8 But the principle illus¬ 
trated here by the case of civil government has much wider application. 
An instructive example is the institution of marriage. Nothing could be 
more spontaneous and less amenable to regulation than the love between 
the sexes. Yet in a world where promiscuity, seduction, prostitution, and 
many other cheapenings and perversions of such love take place all the 
time, it is necessary that there should be some institution to protect this 
love. Ideally, perhaps, it should be independent of any institutional regula¬ 
tion; but in a sinful world, this would be too great a threat to the very 
survival of such love. The institution may in some isolated cases stifle or 
pervert the very love that it is meant to protect. But any institutional ap¬ 
paratus is bound to have its defects, and on the whole, the institution pro¬ 
tects far more than it damages. “The institution of marriage,” it has been 
finely said, “is ordained to guard, to hallow and to perfect the sacred gift 
of love.” 9 

The purpose of these illustrations is to point to like necessities in the 
field of Christian faith and religion. The faith of the community can con¬ 
tinue and can make itself felt in the world only if it is willing to embody 
itself in worldly institutions. This is indeed part of the risk of faith. The 
risk here is that faith can become depersonalized, collectivized, conven¬ 
tionalized. It can become a meaningless custom, as Kierkegaard thought 
it had become in the state religion of his country. But while recognizing 

7 Candide , chap, xviii. 

8 Institutes of the Christian Religion, IV, xx. 

*The Book of Common Order (Church of Scotland), Order for the Solemnization 
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this, we must try, in this part of our work as in the earlier parts, to follow 
a via media, and not allow ourselves to be driven from one unsatisfactory 
extreme to another that would turn out to be as unsatisfactory as the first. 
The extremes in this case are, on the one hand, an institutional rigidity 
that stifles authentic faith; and on the other, an extravagant spontaneity 
that falsely spiritualizes our human condition and insufficiently recognizes 
our embodied and sinful situation in the world. 

Part of the greatness of Christian faith is precisely its ability to take up 
the earthly and to make it the vehicle for holy Being’s self-expression. 
As the religion of the incarnation, it is also the great sacramental religion, 
in the widest sense of the expression. In the well-known words of William 
Temple, Christianity “is the most avowedly materialist of all the great 
religions. ... By the very nature of its central doctrine, Christianity is 
committed to a belief in the ultimate significance of the historical process, 
and in the reality of matter and its place in the divine scheme.” 10 


6 7. CRITERIA FOR APPLIED THEOLOGY 

In entering the field of what we have called “applied theology,” we are 
of course entering the most controversial area of theology. It is over such 
questions as the nature of the Church and its ministry, the meaning of 
the sacraments (and even their number!), the forms of Christian worship, 
the norms of Christian conduct in matters of marriage and divorce and the 
like, that the most violent and divisive disputes among Christians have 
arisen. If we are to adhere to our intention of following a via media and 
of avoiding extreme and partisan positions, we must allow for reasonable 
flexibility and inclusiveness. Indeed, the very fact that we have chosen to 
set up a third division of this systematic theology and to consider in it 
some matters that traditionally belong to dogmatic theology and so might 
have been expected to find their place in our second division, indicates 
that we do not consider these questions of “applied” theology to have the 
same centrality as, let us say, the doctrines of creation or of the work of 
Christ. Local conditions and particular histories may well exercise a legiti¬ 
mate influence in deciding how, in some particular country or region, the 
Christian community shall be organized, or what, in a particular culture 
or subculture, shall be the institutional forms of its worship or the rules 
governing the conduct of its members. A rich diversity is undoubtedly a 
source of great strength to the Christian community as a whole. 

19 Nature, Man and God, p. 478. 
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Yet it is clear that everything cannot be left to the particular situation 
or its context. A community requires an identity. The stronger a com¬ 
munity is, the richer diversity it can contain, yet there is a critical point 
somewhere when the diversity begins to subvert the identity of the com¬ 
munity and begins its dissolution. There have to be some basic identifying 
characteristics of the community, running through all its diversity. These 
characteristics have to be recognizable in more than one way. We have 
got to be able to recognize the community as the same community in its 
geographical spread at any particular time; we have likewise to be able 
to recognize it as the same community in its historical extension, as it 
stretches through time. So over against that freedom that belongs to par¬ 
ticular situations and histories, we have to set the basic minimum of struc¬ 
tural characteristics that give to the community its cohesiveness and its 
identity. 

Actually, from the very beginning, as we can sec clearly from the New 
Testament, the Church has contained considerable diversity. Yet from the 
beginning also it has had to strive to maintain its identity and has exer¬ 
cised discipline over individuals or groups who had departed too far from 
its norms, in some cases even expelling them. This in turn raises the ques¬ 
tion of authority. How docs one judge the norms within which diversity 
is permissible and acceptable, but beyond which the individual or the 
group may not go without subverting the identity of the Christian com¬ 
munity as a whole and so perhaps risking expulsion from that community? 

It might seem that this question could be simply answered by saying 
that since the revelation in Christ is the classic or primordial revelation 
on which the Christian community of faith has been founded, then this 
revelation constitutes the authority in accordance with which the com¬ 
munity is to order its structure and functions. But unfortunately this 
answer is much too simple. As we have seen already, the primordial reve¬ 
lation has been transmitted to us both in the scriptures and in the teaching 
of the Church, so that immediately one runs into the conflict between 
those who appeal to the authority of the written word and those who 
locate the authority in the tradition of the living community. But further¬ 
more, as soon as one recognizes that a human, fallible element is involved 
in both scripture and traditional teaching, then reason demands to judge. 
On top of all this, there will be innumerable claims to give the “correct” 
interpretation of the original revelation. The position becomes even more 
complicated when the question is one on which there may seem to be 
conflicting views in scripture, or the scriptural teaching is unclear, or it is 
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hard to see how the Christian revelation has anything whatever to do with 
the matter in dispute. 

The position described here may remind us of the one which we con¬ 
fronted at the beginning of this study of theology, when we asked about 
the sources or formative factors in theology. 11 We decided then that an 
exclusive preoccupation with any one source led to an unbalanced the¬ 
ology, and now it will be maintained that the same is true in the field of 
applied theology. As we look around on the various churches, denomi¬ 
nations, and groups all professing the Christian faith, we can roughly 
classify them according to the particular norm or authority which each 
recognizes and on which its organization and practices are based. The 
Roman Catholic Church has chiefly stressed tradition. The original de¬ 
posit of faith, entrusted to the Church, has been passed on and unfolded 
through the successors of the apostles; and above all, through the succes¬ 
sors of St. Peter, the popes, who are regarded as the infallible exponents 
of the faith. By and large, this makes for a fairly rigid and conservative 
structure. Yet from time to time there have been returns to the sources of 
faith, and recently there has been the astonishing renewal of the Roman 
communion, giving the lie to the suspicion that the Roman position is one 
of rigid unchanging traditionalism. Among Protestants, the stress has been 
on the supremacy of the Bible. In an extreme form, this becomes the be¬ 
lief that nothing is to be taught or practiced unless it is explicitly autho¬ 
rized in the Bible. In practice, however, Protestants have always left some 
place for tradition, and recently they are becoming more explicitly aware 
of the claims of tradition. One has also to distinguish between what may 
be called the “main-line” Protestants whose interpretation of scripture 
was always governed by the consensus of the Church, and the groups of 
enthusiasts or pentecostalists or whatever they might be called whose in¬ 
terpretations of the scriptures have been subordinated to their own par¬ 
ticular experiences of spiritual illumination. On the whole, however, all of 
those groups, both on the main line and on the fringes, have thought of 
themselves as approximating to a “pure” New Testament Christianity, and 
have probably, at least until recently, left too little room for the growth 
and unfolding of Christian belief and practice in the developing life of the 
community. Anglicans and Orthodox we may locate somewhere between 
the “main-line” Protestants and the Roman Catholics. But there is still an¬ 
other group for whom authority has resided chiefly in rational specula- 


11 Sec above, pp. 4-18. 
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tion and criticism. Of course, Roman Catholic and Anglican theology give 
a place to reason. Here, however, we arc thinking of liberal Protestant 
groups, such as Unitarians, among whom the authority of revelation, how¬ 
ever transmitted, is minimized, perhaps to the level of a “general revela¬ 
tion,” and for whom authority belongs to reason and conscience. 

So just as we decided that it is necessary to hold in balance the various 
formative factors in theology, and not to allow any one of them an over¬ 
riding dominance, so in our working out of the problems of applied the¬ 
ology, we shall try to hold a balance among the various criteria to the 
authority of which appeal is made in these matters. The great historical 
exemplar of a multiform authority in applied theology is Richard Hooker. 
On the one hand he opposed the claims of papal authority, but on the 
other hand he was equally resistant to the Puritan demand that everything 
should be based on a more or less literalistic interpretation of scripture. In 
Hooker’s synthesis, scripture, tradition, and reason all had their place. 

We shall try to work with the same three factors in what follows. 
A useful analogy, though admittedly it is a fairly remote one, can be seen 
in the constitution of the United States. There, as is well known, there is 
a “division of powers,” as among the executive, the legislative, and the 
judiciary organs of the state. I do not wish to press the analogy in detail, 
for what is important in it is simply this notion of checks and counter¬ 
checks that balance each other and ensure both stability and the possibility 
of ordered change and progress. The same kind of division of powers or 
authority seems to be desirable too in those questions which lie within the 
province of applied theology. There is indeed one supreme authority here, 
God as he is revealed in Christ. But as we understand the revelation only 
imperfectly and only through the various ways in which it is given to us, 
we are least likely to stray from its essential content if we approach it in 
various ways and allow the various accounts and interpretations of God’s 
Word to correct each other. 

The Bible may be taken perhaps as the basic authority, for it has a fixity 
and objectivity that give the kind of stability that is needed if the com¬ 
munity of faith is to preserve an identity. Yet this community of faith 
is not the community of a book, but a living community. Its faith came 
before the book, and indeed it was the community which determined the 
canon of scripture. Thus the scripture must be interpreted in accordance 
with the mind of the whole community, both as extended in space and as 
stretched through time, as St. Vincent of Lerins recognized. This makes 
clear the place of the tradition of the Church—not a body of esoteric, un- 
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written teaching, but a consensus as to what the teaching means. More 
than this, tradition is important in deciding about those matters, such as 
the ministry, about which there may not be sufficiently clear guidance in 
the scriptures. The fact that the Church for most of its time and in most 
of its provinces has had a particular form of the ministry, or has recog¬ 
nized certain creeds or confessional symbols, has built these into its iden¬ 
tity in such a way that they must be recognized as so closely belonging 
to it that they cannot be denied or discarded without threatening the iden¬ 
tity of the community. But finally, reason and conscience (practical or 
moral reason) must also have their critical authority alongside scripture 
and tradition, for only so can the ancient teaching be renewed and re¬ 
interpreted and made relevant to new conditions. In this way, develop¬ 
ment is made possible. Sometimes this development may take the form of 
radical change, and then there is the danger of dissolution. At such times, 
the checks of scripture and tradition must come into play if the identity 
of the community is not to be lost. However, history has shown that the 
Christian community can undergo very far-reaching change without be¬ 
coming dissolved. This is perhaps what one would expect in a faith which 
proclaims that man can find himself only through losing himself. 

The threefold type of authority envisaged here, and constituted by 
scripture, by the consensus of the community, and by reason, guards 
against a petrified “fundamentalism” on the one hand, and against run¬ 
away change on the other. It allows for a community that can be at once 
stable and dynamic. 


68. THEMES OF AN APPLIED THEOLOGY 

The general theme of applied theology is the working out of faith in the 
world, and we have seen that this leads us into the area of associations, 
institutions, rules, and so on. So all the matters of which we have to speak 
have a double aspect. On the one hand, they are phenomena within the 
world, and thus they may be proper objects of study for the sociologist, 
the psychologist, the student of esthetics, and many others. Yet on the 
other hand, we believe that these phenomena, something like the revela¬ 
tory events, providential acts and miracles discussed earlier, have another 
side to them, and can be seen “in depth” as embodiments of faith and 
vehicles of grace. In other words, no merely sociological account of the 
Church and no merely psychological or esthetic appraisal of worship can 
be deemed adequate. These can be understood properly only when full 
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account is taken of their theological dimension. Moreover, this dimension 
is primary, for it is faith that has brought these phenomena into being as 
vehicles for its expression in the world. Yet this does not mean that the¬ 
ology can set up a monopoly of wisdom in those matters. As the explica¬ 
tion of faith, theology can help to make clear which embodiments most 
truly give expression to the content of faith. But since these embodiments 
through which faith finds its expression are phenomena that belong within 
the contexts of society, of history, of nature, of economic structures and 
all the rest, then non-theological factors have also to be studied, and cer¬ 
tainly, if one is not to become merely utopian, one must learn to deal 
with what is possible in these various contexts. This, in turn, can be 
learned only from the secular sciences which study these fields. Thus, to 
give an obvious example, we have to be prepared to learn about the 
Church from the sociologist as well as from the theologian. 

Actually, applied theology tends to merge into a number of specialized 
disciplines which have a mixed character, in so far as they draw not only 
on theology but on other subjects besides. A good illustration of this is 
furnished by liturgies. As its foundation, it undoubtedly requires a sound 
theology of worship, and this might even be called its primary requisite. 
But it also demands a knowledge of psychology, of esthetics, of the his¬ 
tory of the cult, and other matters besides. Applied theology, as we under¬ 
stand it here, is not trying to supplant the special work of such disciplines. 
What it will seek to do is to provide the theological foundations for the 
various areas, laying down these foundations in terms of our earlier studies 
of philosophical and symbolic theology. But the detailed applications will 
be left to the specialized disciplines, such as liturgies, homiletics, moral 
theology, ecclesiastical polity and the like—disciplines which bring their 
own particular knowledge and interests into relation with theological 
principles. We can scarcely avoid becoming involved in some questions 
that may properly belong to one or other of these specialized disciplines, 
or of taking into account some non-theological factors, but in the main 
we shall try to confine ourselves to setting out the broad guidelines which 
theology might be expected to provide, and we shall endeavor not to tres¬ 
pass upon the detailed questions. 

The first major theme to be considered is the Church itself. What, from 
a theological point of view, is to be said about the essence, structure, func¬ 
tions, and aims of the Church? Does this question, in turn, imply that a 
relatively stable pattern should be discernible in the Church at all times 
and in all places, recognizable through all the variation and diversity that 
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may be found on account of local or historical or cultural factors? How 
is the Church, as an earthly association, related to the eschatological entity 
of the kingdom of heaven? In these discussions, we must take care not to 
get caught in the false disjunction between structure and function. These 
cannot be separated, and neither of them can be absolutized at the expense 
of the other. They may have to be differently weighted in different his¬ 
torical situations, but each must receive some weight if the Church is to 
have both the stability and the dynamism necessary to her health. 

A closely related theme is that of the ministry. The same dialectical 
tensions emerge, for the ministry can be understood as a structure within 
the Church, while more broadly, it is the service of the Church, its dia- 
conic function, and so scarcely distinguishable from its mission. How do 
we think of these questions? Is the distinction of clergy and laity, or of 
different orders within the clergy, simply a matter of preference, to be 
settled in accordance with functional needs or local conditions? Or does 
it have some theological justification—or does it lack all theological justi¬ 
fication? How does it stand with the mission of the Church, in the light 
of what has been already said about the relation of Christianity to other 
faiths? 

A further theme is provided by the various organs through which the 
Church operates, and chiefly the word and sacraments. What is involved 
in proclaiming the word? What are we to say of the tension between 
word and sacraments? Is there a rivalry between them, involving some 
genuine theological issue, or are they complementary? What in turn are 
the sacraments, assuming that they are not social ceremonies to mark the 
various stages of life, or psychological exercises by which people refurnish 
themselves with enough energy to be able to face up to the demands of 
daily living? 

Still another area to be explored is that of worship and prayer. Every 
faith, if it is not just private but is held by a community, seems to issue 
in cultic acts. It has already been argued that a cult is justified, and even 
necessary. But if so, how are we to think of it? Is its importance all “sub¬ 
jective,” so to speak, or is there some “objective” validity in worship— 
if indeed this language of “objective” and “subjective” is permissible here 
at all? The question of a theology of prayer is just about as difficult as any 
we might consider. But only a facing of such questions can provide the 
kind of theological guidance that would be foundational to any study of 
liturgy, though in such a study admittedly there would need to be brought 
to bear upon the problems considerations drawn from secular disciplines. 
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Finally, there is the vast question of the application of the Christian 
faith to the multitudinous problems of the modern world. The Church, 
as an association, finds itself involved with other associations, notably with 
the state. The individual Christian is daily involved in questions of eco¬ 
nomics, sex, social relations. All of these questions are multidimensional, 
so that the study of any one of them involves knowledge drawn from 
many areas of special study. Yet the Christian believes that his faith is rele¬ 
vant to all of them, and this amounts to saying that all of them have a the¬ 
ological dimension, for theology is the clarification of faith. Theology has 
got to provide some kind of guidance for the approach to such questions, 
while at the same time freely acknowledging that it offers no shortcuts 
or panaceas, and that many other disciplines have indispensable contribu¬ 
tions to make if practical solutions are to be found. 

Into these complicated areas we must now venture. However, the pres¬ 
ent chapter has already provided us with a line of approach—we have 
seen the need to follow a via media between the spontaneity of faith and 
the fixity of institutions, and we have learned the value of a flexible, com¬ 
posite norm that will take account of scripture, tradition, and common 
sense. 




The Church 


69. PRELIMINARY REMARKS ON THE CHURCH 
Probably more gets written on the Church nowadays than an any other 
single theological theme. Most of this writing has a practical orientation. 
We hear about the Church in relation to rapid social change, the Church 
in a secular society, the Church and reunion, the Church in mission. But 
however valuable some of the insights gained in these various fields may 
be, they need to be guided and correlated by a theological understanding 
of the Church. In this chapter, therefore, we shall first try to elucidate 
the understanding of the Church already implicit in those theological 
doctrines that we have been studying, and then we shall move from the 
theological understanding of the Church in the direction of its concrete, 
practical problems in the modern world—though, of course, the detailed 
working out of these problems lies outside of the scope of this book. 

When we were discussing the doctrine of the person of Christ, it was 
stated that ecclesiology, or the doctrine of the Church, is closely related 
to christology. But we saw that christology, in turn, is closely related to 
the doctrine of creation, and that we may think of christhood as the limit 
of manhood, or the point where it passes into God-manhood. On the other 
hand, the doctrine of the Church is closely related also to eschatology, for 
there we saw that the dominant idea is the kingdom of heaven, and there 
is implied some kind of relation between the kingdom and the Church. So 
our first step toward reaching a theological understanding of the Church 
will be to view it in the light of these three major areas of doctrine that 
have already been explored in earlier parts of our study—creation, chris¬ 
tology, eschatology. 

Let us begin by asserting that the Church is already implicit in creation. 
We have seen that creation is the self-outpouring of Being, whereby there 
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is getting built up a commonwealth of beings freely united in love. The 
Church is a necessary stage in this great action of Being, so that to believe 
in creation is already to believe in the Church, and there is a sense in which 
the Church was there “in the beginning” and is coeval with the world. 

To make such a claim is to set aside as of little interest to theology the 
questions sometimes asked about the “origin” of the Church—questions as 
to whether Jesus himself founded a Church, or as to when the Church 
came into being, say at the calling of the apostles, or at the Feast of Pente¬ 
cost. As far back as we can go, there always has been a community of 
faith. Thus St. Paul and other early Christians saw the Church as the suc¬ 
cessor of Israel, the “Israel of God.” 1 The Church (UKk-qala) was the as¬ 
sembly that God had summoned, just as Israel was the nation that he had 
chosen. The Epistle to the Hebrews is more universalistic, for it traces the 
history of faith back beyond Abraham, the founder of the Hebrew nation, 
to such mythical figures as Abel, Enoch, and Noah, who belong to the 
whole human race. 2 This, of course, is very much in line with what we 
have said above, both about the relation of Christianity to other faiths and 
about the operation of the Holy Spirit outside of the regular churchly 
channels. It also accords with the assertions made in earlier parts of this 
book that reconciliation is not subsequent to, but synchronous with cre¬ 
ation, or rather that these two are distinguishable aspects of a single ac¬ 
tivity; and that grace is as wide as creation itself. What in the earlier parts 
of the book was called the “community of faith” is wider than the Church, 
if this is understood to mean the visible, historical Christian community. 
There always has been a community of faith in the world, continuous 
with the Church, and its prototype; and there still is in the world a com¬ 
munity of faith that stretches beyond the frontiers of the Church, in the 
narrow sense. For this reason too, one cannot draw a hard and fast line 
between the Church and the “world.” 

These basic ideas about the Church can be clarified and deepened if we 
reflect for a moment on the meaning of the expression “people of God.” 
The Church is said to be “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy na¬ 
tion, God’s own people.” 3 In calling the Church “people,” there is recog¬ 
nition of its essentially human character and of its ties with the whole 
human race; but in adding the qualification “of God,” there is the asser¬ 
tion that to this people there belongs a depth and significance that diflfer- 

1 Gal. 6:16. 

2 Heb. 11:4-7. 

3 I Pet. 2:9. 
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entiate them from people in general. A dialectic of identity and difference 
is at work here. 

Various aspects of this dialectic come to expression in the stories that 
are told about the beginning, under Abraham, of the Hebrew nation, rep¬ 
resented as a people called and chosen by God. 4 Significantly, Abraham 
himself can be understood both as individual and as community. He can 
be seen as foreshadowing the Christian Church, yet his going out in search 
of an authentic life and community can be seen also as a parable of the 
universal human condition which we have called “existence” or “tran¬ 
scendence.” The new people is constituted by an act of separation, when 
Abraham turns his back on the cities of Mesopotamia and goes out into 
the desert; but eventually we find him interceding for the cities of the 
plain, thereby acknowledging his continuing solidarity with people other 
than his own. Very much later in the history of Israel, the universalist 
spirit becomes more explicit, and it is increasingly understood that, ideally, 
all mankind constitutes the people of God; but this does not take away 
the need for a special people, whose destiny and service it is to realize and 
to represent an authentic existence for all. Finally the Christian Church 
breaks out altogether from the national mold to become a new kind of 
people of God; yet, in spite of its novelty, it remains in continuity both 
with the old Israel and, beyond that, with the wider aspirations of the race. 

However, while the Church is continuous with the wider community 
of faith that extends indefinitely both in time and space, the Church itself, 
as the consciously Christian Church, the community of those holding the 
Christian faith, becomes more clearly understood when we shift our at¬ 
tention from the doctrine of creation to the doctrine of the incarnation. 
The incarnation was explicated in terms of the coming together of the 
human and the divine, of a creaturely being with Being, or again, in terms 
of the raising of manhood to God-manhood. The Church is to be under¬ 
stood as the community in which this raising of manhood to God- 
manhood, which we see in Christ, continues. The Church therefore is 
rightly called the “body of Christ,” which is its most distinctive title. 5 
Within the Church, humanity is being conformed to christhood, a trans¬ 
figuration, resurrection, ascension is going on as the believers participate 
in the life of Christ, 6 or in a couple of words, there is a “new creation.” 7 


4 Gen. nff. 

5 I Cor. 12:27; Eph. 1:23; Col. 1:18. 

6 Cf. the collects and office hymns for the Feasts of the Transfiguration, Easter, and 
Ascension. 

7 II Cor. 5:17. 
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This new creation takes place “in Christ,” to use St. Paul’s expression. 
While this expression undoubtedly has a mystical and devotional connota¬ 
tion and expresses union with the living Christ, as Adolf Deissmann has 
well shown, 8 it also means, in quite concrete terms, “in the Church,” 
which is Christ’s body as a visible, tangible entity in the world. John Knox 
remarks: “To be in Christ is to belong to a new corporate reality. . . . 
The ‘new creation’ has taken place, and the Church is the historical em¬ 
bodiment of the new humanity.” 9 

In view of these remarks, we see also that it is correct to talk of the 
Church as an “extension” of the incarnation. However, this expression has 
to be used with great care. It will be remembered from our discussion of 
christology that we conceived incarnation as a process, rather than some¬ 
thing that happens all at once. Even in Christ, there was growth (this is 
demanded by his humanity), and we saw the consummation of the incar¬ 
nation at the point when Jesus utterly gave himself in the death of the 
cross and so manifested in the flesh the utter self-giving love of God. Now 
the Church has not achieved this consummation of the incarnation—if it 
had, then it would have utterly given itself up, and would have disap¬ 
peared as this earthly entity which we know. This remark will be clarified 
shortly. At the moment, it is enough to say that the Church is an ongoing 
incarnation. It has not yet attained “to the measure of the stature of the 
fullness of Christ.” 10 Christ is the “first fruits” 11 of the new creation, the 
resurrected humanity, and we may think of the saints as having also at¬ 
tained to full stature, though, as was suggested in the chapter on eschatol¬ 
ogy, we should think in terms of a movement from perfection to perfec¬ 
tion rather than of some static end-condition. However, the point that I 
wish to make here is that while the Church may properly be called the 
extension of the incarnation, this must not be understood to put it on the 
same level as Christ or to attribute to it an exaggerated status and author¬ 
ity. The Church is Christ’s body, but he is the head of the body. The in¬ 
carnation which reached its completion in him is in process in the Church. 
Our hope is indeed that it is moving toward completion in the Church too, 
but at any given time, the Church is a mixed body. It is not free from sin, 
and there may even be times when it slips back. The notion of the Church 
as a process of sanctification and incarnation is well brought out in the 
traditional ways of talking about the “Church militant,” the “Church ex- 

8 Paul: a Study in Social and Religious History , p. 138. 

9 The Church and the Reality of Christ , p. 104. 

10 Eph. 4:13. 

11 1 Cor. 15:23. 
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pectant,” and the “Church triumphant,” which set out the whole pan¬ 
orama of the movement from sinful existence through purification to 
oneness with God. 

Already there have been eschatological allusions in what we have been 
saying about the Church, so this brings us to the last of the three doc¬ 
trines to which we have been trying to relate the idea of the Church—the 
doctrine of the last things. The point to be made here is that the Church 
is much less than the kingdom of God, and it would once more be an 
exaggerated idea of the Church to identify it with the kingdom. For the 
kingdom is an eschatological conception, and the Church is rather to be 
thought of as a stage on the way from actual sinful humanity to the king¬ 
dom; alternatively, if we think of the Church as extending from its mili¬ 
tant aspect to its triumphant aspect, we may regard it as a kind of bridge 
between the place where humanity actually is and its destiny as the king¬ 
dom of God. 

While the Church is not to be identified with the eschatological notion 
of the kingdom, the kind of relation that subsists between them means that 
the Church has its eschatological aspect too. We may think of the king¬ 
dom as the entelechy of the Church, the perfect unfolding of the poten¬ 
tialities that are already manifesting themselves in the Church. Then, if 
we also accept the Christian hope and believe that the tendencies toward 
fullness of being will prove stronger than tendencies toward dissolution, 
we may acknowledge that the Church has its own indefectibility. “The 
powers of death shall not prevail against it.” 12 But this is not to claim in¬ 
fallibility for the Church. It is indeed to assert a measure of authority for 
it and to declare its normal superiority over individual judgment. But since 
the Church is at any given time something less than the kingdom, its au¬ 
thority is not absolute and, as has been shown already, must be counter¬ 
balanced by the authority of scripture and also by that of reason. If the 
statement that General Councils “may err, and sometimes have erred” 13 
seems to be somewhat negative, it is not to be taken as implying in the 
slightest degree any disrespect for the Church, but is simply an acknowl¬ 
edgment that the Church, understood as process rather than fulfillment, 
and so as less than Christ and less than the kingdom, does not have abso¬ 
lute authority “even in the things pertaining to God.” 

The Church could become the kingdom and so fulfill itself only by 


12 Matt. 16:18. 

13 Book of Covrmon Prayer, Articles of Religion, xxi. 
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losing itself as the separately existing Church. This is the price which the 
kind of transfiguration demanded by incarnation requires. Just so the 
human Jesus had to give himself utterly to be transfigured into the eternal 
Christ. If the Church were to realize itself in the kingdom, then we would 
have reached that state of affairs to which we alluded earlier , 14 when there 
would be no temple, no distinctive Church set over against the world, for 
the Church and the world would have become identified in the inclusive 
kingdom. The kingdom is the cntelcchy of the world as well as of the 
Church, so its realization would mean the disappearance of the Church as 
a distinctive entity. 

So far we have been thinking of the Church in theological terms and 
setting it in the whole context of Christian doctrine, but this theological 
entity has an embodied, concrete, historical being in the world. At an ear¬ 
lier stage, we took note that, from a sociological point of view, the Church 
could be considered as an association, that is to say, an organized group 
within society, having a conscious and limited purpose . 15 We promised to 
come back and consider the appositeness of this description, and now that 
we have sketched in the theological background of the Church, the time 
has come to fulfill our promise. 

Up to a point, it is correct to describe the Church as an “association,” 
since at any given time it is a group within society, less than, let us say, 
the nation, or humanity as a whole. Yet there seems to be at least two 
ways in which the Church bursts through this concept of “association.” 
On the one hand, it does not seem to have a “limited” purpose, since its 
end is the all-inclusive kingdom—“all-inclusive” not only in the sense of 
taking all men into itself, but also of comprehending the whole of life, in 
all its aspects. Thus the Church, in respect of its purpose, would be an as¬ 
sociation of a very peculiar kind. It is the association that aims at finally 
losing itself in the kingdom. On the other hand, so far as it is an associa¬ 
tion, the Church shares the ambiguity that belongs to other religious phe¬ 
nomena we have considered. To the positivistic sociologist, the Church 
will appear as simply a social phenomenon, and he may think that he can 
give an exhaustive account of it. But to those within the Church as “the 
household of faith,” 10 this social phenomenon is seen “in depth” as the ex¬ 
tension of the incarnation, the anticipation of the kingdom, the community 
of the Spirit, the spearhead of God’s presence and acting in the world. It 

14 See above, pp. 376-377. 

15 See above, p. 375. 

36 Gal. 6:10. 
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is in and through the Church (as well as in the wider community of faith) 
that the beings are coming together with Being and the great action of 
Being, in creation, reconciliation, and consummation, is going forward. It 
is in and through the Church that Being addresses, judges, heals, and sus¬ 
tains particular beings. 

These remarks help us to understand better the warning given at the 
beginning of this section when we pointed to the limitations that attend 
any merely pragmatic or sociological considerations of the Church. In 
Ian Ramsey’s words, “social, even scientific, language about the Church is 
not only possible but necessary, and may well be illuminating; but it must 
be set alongside other language which talks of the Church as the distinc¬ 
tive Christian institution which it claims to be.” 17 Such language Ramsey 
sees as pointing to the “mystery” of the Church, and he rightly gives it 
a directing role over other language about the Church. In our own termi¬ 
nology, seeing “in depth” corresponds to what is meant here by “mys¬ 
tery.” There may have been times when the mystery of the Church has 
been overstressed, and its all too earthly characteristics ignored. But the 
opposite danger seems to threaten today, and so we make no excuse for 
giving theological considerations priority over any others in our study of 
the Church. 


70. THE BLESSED VIRGIN MARY 

The title of this section will, I suppose, stir varied reactions among my 
readers. Some who are of strong Protestant background and who fear any¬ 
thing that savors of what is wrongly called “mariolatry” may be rather 
alarmed. However, I can assure them that everything that will be said in 
this section will, so far as I can judge, have a sound scriptural basis. Other 
readers who may not react so strongly may nevertheless think that this 
section is a superfluous interlude, a concession perhaps to piety, but some¬ 
thing that could be left out without making any serious difference to the 
whole body of Christian theology set forth in this book. Let me at once 
acknowledge that mariology is a more peripheral theme in Christian theol¬ 
ogy than the doctrines that were discussed in the second division of this 
work, and perhaps for this reason a consideration of Mary has been de¬ 
ferred to this point, though when the matter was first mentioned, 18 it was 

17 Models and Mystery , p. 44. 

18 See above, p. 282. 
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pointed out that mariology could be discussed cither in relation to chris- 
tology or in relation to ccclesiology—and of course christology and ec- 
clesiology arc themselves closely related. However, even if mariology is 
not central, there is no reason for omitting it. While we are trying to ex¬ 
pound the Christian faith with reasonable economy and without getting 
lost in a morass of detail, we also want to expound the faith in its fullness, 
and it seems to me that a study of the Blessed Virgin docs make a definite 
contribution toward understanding the Church and its relation to Christ. 
Finally, there may be some who think that here I am introducing a need¬ 
lessly controversial and divisive topic. They forget that when, at an earlier 
stage of this book, a brief discussion of mariology was promised, the rea¬ 
son given was that no ecumenical theology could afford to ignore it. If 
the divisions of Christendom are to be overcome, it can only be through 
frank discussion of such issues, not by evasion. A distinguished Protestant 
theologian, Max Thurian, who has recently written a book on this theme 
of mariology, says: “Instead of being a cause of division amongst us, Chris¬ 
tian reflection on the role of the Virgin Mary should be a cause for rejoic¬ 
ing and a source of praver. ... It is both theologically essential and spiri¬ 
tually profitable to consider the vocation of Mary with some freedom.” 10 

If it is difficult, as we have seen, to say much about the “historical” 
Jesus, it would be even more difficult to say much about the “historical” 
Mary. We can observe the same tendencies at work in the stories of the 
Virgin as we saw in the stories about Christ. The oldest gospel tells hardly 
anything about her beyond her name. The three later canonical gospels 
narrate a number of incidents in which she plays a leading part. The 
apocryphal gospels go on to supply something like a biography, from the 
beginning of her life to the end. We must come to the same conclusions 
here as we did in the case of the stories about Christ. Even if we confine 
ourselves to the stories about the Virgin in the canonical gospels—the 
annunciation, the visitation, the purification, the station at the cross, to 
mention the more important—we arc bound to say that these are partly 
historical and partly legendary, and that, like the stories of Christ’s temp¬ 
tation, transfiguration, and the like, they arc stories which aim not at giv¬ 
ing historical information but at conveying truths of faith. This is implied 
in the traditional designation of such stories as “mysteries.” 

How then is the Blessed Virgin presented to us in these incidents or 
mysteries that are related in the gospels? It seems to me that the best clue 
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to the interpretation of her place in the New Testament teaching is af¬ 
forded by the title “Mother of the Church.” It was partly for this reason 
that we deferred a consideration of Mary’s place in theology until we 
came to the doctrine of the Church. “Mother of the Church” is the title 
which Pope Paul VI proclaimed as appropriate to the Blessed Virgin when 
he adjourned the Vatican Council in 1964, and I believe that this particu¬ 
lar title, more than any other provides an interpretation of Mary’s place 
on which Roman Catholics, Orthodox, Anglicans, and Protestants could 
agree. 

The title has a firm scriptural basis. St. John’s Gospel tells that the dying 
Jesus commended his mother to the care of the beloved disciple with the 
words, “Woman, behold your son . . . Behold your mother!” 20 In this 
gospel, which is above all theological and in which incidents are narrated 
only for their theological interest, it is surely highly probable that the 
words, “Behold your mother!” are addressed to the whole Christian com¬ 
munity. 

As religious imagery rather than matter-of-fact description, the title 
“Mother of the Church” is not to be taken in a literal way. It does not 
mean, for instance, that Mary originated, the Church. We have already 
seen that there is a sense in which there has always been a Church, and 
that there is little point in looking for some definite moment when it be¬ 
gan, though certainly there were critical moments in its emergence and 
development. 

We may say that the title “Mother of the Church” would seem to have 
two closely related but nonetheless distinguishable meanings. The first ac¬ 
cords to the Blessed Virgin a certain priority in the Church, as one who 
played an indispensable part in the Christian drama of incarnation and sal¬ 
vation. This has long been recognized by the Church, which counts Mary 
chief among the saints, and has paid her the tribute of what John Keble, in 
his well-known hymn, called “all but adoring love.” 21 The fact that such 
reverence and devotion has sometimes been unfortunately exaggerated ex¬ 
plains the equally unfortunate reaction against Mary among many Protes¬ 
tants. The second and related meaning of the title sees Mary as the proto¬ 
type of the Church. Just as we have seen that Israel could be considered 
as a prototype of the Church, so could Mary who, in some respects, sums 
up the vocation of Israel in her own vocation. In this second meaning, 
we are thinking not so much of Mary’s priority in the Church as of the 


20 John 19:26. 

21 The English Hyvmal, No. 216. 
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parallels between her and the Church. What we see in Mary, we ought 
to see in the Church. Her free cooperative obedience in the incarnation is 
demanded also of the Church, if God is to be present and active in our 
world today. The Church too, as St. Paul says, is a mother.- 2 Yet the fact 
that the Church is also set forth as a bride 23 reminds us again that such 
images and analogies are not to be pushed too far. 

In what follows, we shall briefly consider three of the incidents or mys¬ 
teries associated with Mary in the canonical gospels, and sec what they 
tell us both about herself, as first among the saints, and about the Church 
of which she is the prototype. 

i. Little need be said about the annunciation beyond what was said 
about this incident earlier in connection with the doctrine of the virgin 
birth. 24 Principally, as was insisted then, the incident stresses the initiative 
of God. Incarnation takes place through the action of the Holy Spirit, 
or unitive Being. This is as true in the Church as it was in the case of 
Mary, for just as she was the bearer of the Christ, so the Church, his body, 
brings christhood into the world. But this takes place through the action 
of the Spirit in the Church, which again is the community of the Spirit. 
Here we must remember that we are dealing with images, not concepts, 
so that they are used with a freedom that would not be appropriate if one 
were working with strictly ordered logical notions. The Church is at once 
the body of Christ, the mother of the faithful, the community of the 
Spirit. But the point to be stressed is that in the Church as in Mary, God 
is at work. She is called “full of grace” (even if this is not a very good 
translation of the angelic greeting) 25 and the Church is likewise the com¬ 
munity of grace. If the Church is merely an association of people united 
for some purpose (even if it is a good purpose), then there is no theology 
of the Church, and we can hand the matter over entirely to the sociolo¬ 
gist. What is distinctive about the Church is that it is the locus of God’s 
acting, the agent by which he incarnates himself in the world, and because 
of this, the theology of the Church takes precedence over any sociological 
study of its nature and function. Moreover, it is the presence of God in 
his Church that gives the Church whatever authority it has, just as it is 
God’s presence in Mary and in the saints generally that entitles them to 
the reverence of the Church. 

Yet we are reminded again that all God’s action is personal, and that the 

22 Gal. 4:16. 

23 Sec below, pp. 513-514. 

2 i See above, pp. 180-281. 

23 Luke 1:28. 
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unitive activity of the Spirit is not an automatic cosmic process. Mary’s 
words, “Let it be to me according to your word,” 26 are a great confes¬ 
sion of dependence and obedience, freely accepted. Here again she is the 
prototype of the Church, for it is only through this free and complete 
submission and cooperation that incarnation can take place and God can 
work toward the kingdom. Here we are reminded again of the humanity 
of Christ, the humanity which the references to his being born of Mary 
are supposed to safeguard in the creeds. This humanity was essential to 
his mediatorial office, and it is essential if there is to be any “extension” of 
the incarnation as a stage toward its consummation in the kingdom of 
God. In the “mystery” of the annunciation, Mary freely gives up her 
humanity to the working of God’s grace, and in so doing pioneers the role 
of the Church, as working with God. 

2. Some fruitful suggestions on the character of the Church are also to 
be gathered from the incident of the visitation. Here, both in Elizabeth’s 
greeting and in the great hymn of the Magnificat, we meet the key word 
“blessed” which is peculiarly associated with the Virgin. 27 She is “blessed 
among women,” and she says of herself that “from henceforth all genera¬ 
tions shall call me blessed.” To discover the meaning of the word “blessed” 
(fiaKaplo? or « vkoyr/pevo *;) in the usage of the gospels, it is surely reasonable 
to look at the Beatitudes, these utterances of Jesus in which he tells us 
who are the blessed. 28 The qualities set forth there are those which we see 
also in the Blessed Virgin. St. Augustine thought of the Beatitudes as rep¬ 
resenting the process of sanctification in the Christian life, from the recog¬ 
nition of our poverty, or humility, before God to our perfecting as peace¬ 
makers, regarded by him as the highest beatitude; for, says St. Augustine, 
“to the peacemakers the likeness of God is given.” 29 So the blessedness of 
the Virgin adumbrates the blessedness of the Church—no earthly happi¬ 
ness, but a “likeness to God” which means a participation in God’s self¬ 
giving love, or, to put it in other words, the ministry of reconciliation. 
This, as we shall see again, is the high vocation of the Church. 

3. Something must also be said about Mary’s station at the cross. 30 
Again, when we remember the theological character of the Fourth Gospel, 
we shall not suppose that this incident, moving though it is, has been in- 

20 Luke 1:38. 

27 Luke 1:42, 48. 

28 Luke 6:20-22; Matt. 5:2-12. 

29 Our Lord's Sermon on the Mount, V, 12. 
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eluded in the narrative just to heighten the dramatic effect. Rather, it is 
the parable of perfect unity and conformity with Christ, of the most com¬ 
plete identification and participation with him in his passion. We have al¬ 
ready seen that through such participation or “dying with” Christ, the 
cross becomes intelligible as a saving act that brings wholeness. What 
closer participation is imaginable than that portrayed in the Fourth Gos¬ 
pel’s picture of Mary at the cross? Kierkegaard has some very perceptive 
remarks about Mary’s relation to Christ’s suffering. He claims that Mary’s 
own suffering is not to be understood as only a natural grief at the sight 
of Jesus’ death, but as a sharing in his self-emptying, as if Mary were ex¬ 
periencing something of what Christ expressed in his cry of dereliction; 
and Mary’s suffering is experienced in turn by every disciple who knows 
“the complete emptying of the human element in the face of God.” 31 So 
here again Mary appears as the prototype of the life of the Church, which 
must share in the suffering of Christ and must indeed finally give up 
itself altogether as a distinct association if it is to be resurrected and trans¬ 
figured into the kingdom of God. 

Perhaps it is in a similar way that we may understand some of the puz¬ 
zling harsh sayings of Jesus to his mother. 32 Is the point that natural affec¬ 
tion has to be subjected to the higher love than lets-be, and the desire for 
union and association sacrificed to the vocation of the other? 33 Both Jesus 
and Mary were required, by their respective vocations, to bring their love 
for each other to the highest possible level. 

All that has been said about Mary so far has fairly clear scriptural sup¬ 
port, as was claimed at the beginning of the section. But there are two 
doctrines about Mary, both of them de fide in the Roman Catholic Church, 
which do not seem to have any direct support in the New Testament. 

I mean the dogmas of her immaculate conception and her assumption into 
heaven. We can scarcely ignore them, but are we then to dismiss them as 
accretions, springing from the exaggerated cult of Mary? I believe that 
these two dogmas, when purged of mythological elements, can be inter¬ 
preted as implications of more central Christian teaching. Theologically, 
of course, their significance does not lie in anything they say about the 
private biography of Mary but as pointing to moments in the life of the 
community of faith, for here again there is an intimate parallel between 
Mary and the Church. 

31 The Last Years, pp. 38-40, 111. 

32 Mark 3:31-35; etc. 

33 See above, p. 349. 
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Immaculate conception, in spite of the negative adjective, is, like the 
sinlessncss of Jesus, a thoroughly affirmative idea. It is to be understood 
in connection with that “original righteousness,” which, we claimed, was 
never totally obliterated by original sin; and with that “common grace,” 
given in creation itself and never totally quenched. That righteousness and 
grace were nurtured and strengthened in the people of God, the nation of 
Israel, until the people had come to the point of receptivity when the 
Logos could become flesh among them—the point represented by Mary’s 
response to the annunciation. 

Assumption, which implies the same mythological background as the 
ascension of Jesus, looks to the consummation of the Church. Mary, the 
perfect type of the Church, is taken up by Christ to share in his risen and 
ascended existence. 

One could develop in many other ways the comparison between Mary 
and the Church, and of course this has been done for centuries. However, 
the kind of typology in which such an enterprise becomes involved is 
foreign to the method of our own work. We content ourselves with the 
points made above, for these show clearly enough that among all the 
“types” of the Church, Mary is preeminent, and signally elucidates the 
Church’s character. 

It will be noted that we have said nothing about the supposed relation 
between reverence for the Blessed Virgin and the need for a feminine ele¬ 
ment in religion. It may well be true, as a matter of historical fact, that the 
veneration of the Virgin is related to ancient Near Eastern and Mediter¬ 
ranean worship of the Mother Goddess, just as many other features of 
Christian worship have pagan precursors. It may also be true that rever¬ 
ence for the Virgin satisfies a psychological need, missed by a too mas¬ 
culine conception of God; and that such reverence encourages a kind of 
piety that is warmer and more personal than the austere and not very at¬ 
tractive virtues of the Puritans. But these considerations have no direct 
bearing on the theological question about Mary, and can be used neither 
to support nor to detract from the place traditionally given to her in the 
Church. Berdyaev is completely correct when he affirms that reverence 
for the Blessed Virgin “is essentially distinct from pagan worship of the 
female principle.” :ii The practical benefits or, as has sometimes happened, 
abuses, which reverence for Mary has brought, cannot be determinative 
of her place in Christian thought and devotion. This has to be considered 
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in theological terms, that is to say, in the light of christology, ecclesiology, 
and the transformed anthropology that goes with them, as we have tried 
to show. If we have consistently held throughout this book that theologi¬ 
cal thinking must be rooted in the existential dimension of faith, we have 
maintained equally that practical attitudes have to be correlated with theo¬ 
logical reflection and, where necessary, corrected by it. It seems to me, 
however, that it is precisely a renewed theological consideration of the 
issues involved that will increasingly lead Protestants (as it has led some 
of them already) to abandon their negative attitudes toward Mary, and to 
join with their Catholic brethren (and with the New Testament) in a glad 
Ave Maria! 

7/. THE SAINTS 

This is a suitable place in which to say something about the saints gener¬ 
ally, for although Mary is reckoned first among the saints of the Church, 
she is first of “a great multitude which no man could number, from every 
nation, from all tribes and peoples and tongues.” 33 If we learn something 
of the Church’s character from Mary, we would expect this understanding 
to be broadened and deepened when we consider the diversity and catho¬ 
licity of the saints. Neither the Church nor the Christian life which goes 
on within it exemplifies some narrow pattern, but, as we saw to be implicit 
even in the notion of creation, brings to maturity the greatest possible di¬ 
versity in unity. The extraordinary variety of those whom the Church 
calls “saints” is sufficient warning against any rigidly narrow idea of the 
Church, which must rather be comprehensive enough to contain and en¬ 
courage within itself the manifold potentialities of existence. 

The expression “saints” has been used in the Church in two principal 
ways. In the New Testament it was applied to any Christians. They 
formed in each city the community of the Holy Spirit, and so they were 
thought of as the “saints at Jerusalem,” or wherever it might be. But in 
the later and more common usage, the expression stands for those whom 
the Church recognizes as having signally manifested the Holy Spirit and 
as having been conformed to Christ. Perhaps both meanings are implied 
in the designation of the Church as the “communion of saints,” a phrase 
which occurs in the Apostles’ Creed. All Christians belong to this com¬ 
munion or fellowship, in which the work of sanctification is going on; 
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but the meaning and character of the fellowship is specially evident in 
those who have attained such a degree of sanctification as to be recognized 
as “saints” bv the Christian community as a whole. Thus the saints in gen¬ 
eral stand to the Church in the same kind of twofold relation as we saw 
in the case of Mary—they have a priority within the Church, as those who 
have attained and who are therefore called the “Church triumphant”; yet 
they have also an affinity with the whole Church, in so far as the charac¬ 
teristics which they manifest should be seen to be emerging in the whole 
body of Christians. 

Once again, the central characteristic held up before us is self-giving 
love. This is what is most typical of sainthood, however diverse its mani¬ 
festations. In our discussion of eschatology, we saw how it used to be sup¬ 
posed in the Church that the martyrs had no need of purgation because 
by utterly giving themselves they had attained to the fullest potentialities 
of their existence. -50 The martyr is perhaps the most obvious kind of saint 
(and traditionally, of course, all the twelve apostles, except St. John, were 
martyrs). But as time went on, the Church recognized that there are 
modes of self-denial and self-renunciation other than giving oneself to 
physical death that may be to no less a degree the expression of the love 
of Christ. Hence the range of sainthood comes to embrace an extraordinary 
diversity of human gifts and callings. 

But the martyr remains the norm of sainthood, both because he exem¬ 
plifies the most obvious kind of self-giving and also because the name of 
“martyr” points to his function as “witness.” The lives of the saints testify 
to the reality of God’s sanctifying work in the world. The saints are the 
“cloud of witnesses” 37 which surrounds the Church militant and show, as 
it were, what is going on in the Church and to what quality of existence 
it is leading. 

.'In remembering and honoring its saints by yearly commemorations or 
in'other ways, the Church is not showing a sentimental nostalgia for its 
past. Rather, this is a real communion of saints. We may compare the 
communion of saints to that taking up of the past into a unity of past, 
present, and future which we saw to be basic for selfhood and which, we 
speculated, may be characteristic also of Being. In the communion of 
saints, the Church accepts its heritage and confesses its identity; but para¬ 
doxically this very heritage is the self-giving love of the martyrs and con- 
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fessors—a love which they in turn learned from Christ. Thus in accepting 
this heritage, the Church ipso facto commits itself to a future in which 
it must lose itself in order to transcend itself and become the kingdom 
of God. 

It may be the case that as far as general theological principles are con¬ 
cerned, our consideration of the saints has added little or nothing that we 
had not already met in other connections. But the space devoted to a dis¬ 
cussion of them is justified on the same ground as was mentioned in our 
similar discussion of the Blessed Virgin—it lights up for us the fullness of 
Christian faith and theology by bringing before us something of the vast 
range of concrete manifestations that all lead back to the few central 
truths that are basic to our religion. And if our contentions about the de¬ 
mands of an embodied existence are correct, then these concrete manifes¬ 
tations are needed, if the basic truths are to come to life and be operative 
in actual historical existence. 


7 2. THE NOTES OF THE CHURCH AND 
THEIR EMBODIMENT 

In the preceding sections of this chapter, we have tried to set forth some 
basic characteristics of the Church. The time has now come to srather 
these together in a more coherent scheme, and also to bring them down 
to earth, as it were, bv considering the actual visible structures in which 
they find expression. For up till now, we have (quite justifiably) been 
looking for the essence of the Church in terms of its highest manifestations 
and in relation to those theological doctrines which determine its direction 
and destiny. But if we lay too much stress on these ways of conceiving 
the Church, we can come out with that mistaken understanding of the 
Church which gives to it a premature glory and confuses it with the 
eschatological kingdom of God. If indeed we believe that the Church is 
a theological entity as well as a sociological one, then we should expect 
to see even in the dustiest epochs of “the Church militant here on earth” 
some glimmerings of the glory which, as we hope, shall yet be revealed 
in it. But the treasure is very much in earthen vessels, and the Church is a 
mixed phenomenon. It unfolds creation and ministers reconciliation, but 
it falls short of consummation. 

Our discussion may be conveniently organized around the four tradi¬ 
tional notes of the Church, as the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church. 
Unity, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity will be found to sum up 
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those essential characteristics of the Church which have emerged in the 
earlier discussions. We shall see how in the actual historical Church these 
notes may be more or less visible, according as the essence of the Church 
is emerging more or less purely. 38 The Christian hope is that these notes 
will come through more and more clearly as the Church moves toward its 
consummation. But at any given time, we see them only “more or less.” 
Moreover, each of them needs some visible or institutional structure for 
its embodiment and protection, but, as with all “earthen vessels,” while 
these are quite indispensable, they are never perfect. 

We have first to say something about the unity of the Church, though 
this is such an inclusive concept that it can hardlv be separated from the 
other three marks of the Church. In its fullest sense, the unity of the 
Church implies its holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity. However, there 
is a basic unity which can be discussed at the outset. 

The basic unity has as its center Jesus Christ himself. The Christian com¬ 
munity of faith is at one in confessing that Jesus Christ is Lord, and the 
unity which he establishes extends through and holds together the many 
Christian groups. We have seen already that the most appropriate of all 
the titles of the Church is the “body of Christ.” 30 Christ is the head of the 
body, and therefore the source of its unity. It is he who makes it a body, 
a unitary coordinated organism, rather than a collection of individual en¬ 
tities. Yet this very metaphor of the body' also stresses the diversity in 
unity. St. Paul declares: “The body docs not consist of one member, but 
of many,” 40 and he is at pains to show the diversity of gifts and functions 
that are necessary to the life of the body. We see that the richer is the 
diversity, the stronger is the unity and interdependence. We are reminded 
also by this picture that the Church is a microcosm, for this diversity' in 
unity we recognize as the end of creation itself; and while the Church is 
the fellowship of the Holy Spirit, the same Spirit is “unitive Being,” that 
movement in Being which builds up ever larger and richer unities. So we 
see too that the Church has indefinite edges—it merges into the wider com¬ 
munity of faith, and eventually into the whole divine work of creation- 
reconciliation-consummation. But the Christian secs it as the spearhead of 
this work, though its ultimate destiny may be to lose itself and transcend 
itself in the still wider unity' of the consummated kingdom. 

The problem of the Church’s unity—as of the wider unity of mankind, 

38 Cf. The Westminster Confession of Faith , xxv, 4. 

39 Sec above, p. 388. 
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to which it is closely related—is rightly to balance the unity against the 
diversity. A unity that flattens out all diversity falls far below that free 
kind of unity which we saw to be at once the glory and the risk of cre¬ 
ation. The first is the unity of a machine, the second a unity of persons. 
Cardinal Bea has well said: “A unity that does not respect the principle of 
freedom may eventually create a certain form of unity, but not a human 
one; it is not a unity of free and responsible men, but of slaves.” 41 But if 
there is a unity that swallows up freedom, there is also a diversity that 
breaks up unity rather than contributing to it. The member lives to itself 
in a false autonomy, eventually destroying itself and perhaps the whole 
body with it. 

It is important to remember that in his great prayer for his disciples, 
Christ asked “that they may be one,” and immediately went on to indicate 
that this unity should be like the unity of the Father and the Son. 42 The 
ultimate model for the Church’s unity is therefore the unity of the triune 
God, a unity embracing the richest diversity and thus one in which there 
is neither stifling absorption nor damaging division. 

The historical Church has sometimes more, sometimes less manifested 
something like a genuine unity in Christ. Even in New Testament times, 
there was destructive divisiveness and factionalism, and no period of the 
Church’s history has been without its schisms, heresies, and dissensions. 
But although we hear a lot about “our unhappy divisions,” we ought to 
remember that just as offensive to true unity has been the false unity that 
has characterized other phases of the Church’s history—the outward uni¬ 
formity that has suppressed legitimate differences and has been imposed 
by force. The genuine diversity-in-unity of the body of Christ needs to 
be defended against uniformity just as much as against divisiveness. 

After many centuries of oscillating between enforced uniformity and an 
almost wanton divisiveness, the Church has in modern times set its face to¬ 
ward a genuine Christian unity, and probably ecumenism has become the 
most important movement in the Church’s development in the twentieth 
century. Already it has banished many of the ancient prejudices and 
rivalries, and created an altogether better feeling of solidarity among 
Christians. 

Yet there are many dangers in ecumenism, and these are enhanced by 
the indiscriminate enthusiasm which it seems to engender. On the one 
hand, there is the danger of submerging legitimate differences, and thereby 

41 Unity in Freedom, pp. 6-7. 
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impoverishing the body which is enriched and strengthened by these dif¬ 
ferences. In spite of protestations to the contrary, most schemes of union 
put forward seem to aim (perhaps inevitably) at the greatest measure of 
uniformity and compromise, based on the lowest common denominator 
of the various groups involved, or sometimes on the attempt to lump to¬ 
gether in an incongruous mass different traditions of belief and practice. 
A nondescript church of this kind would probably turn out to be weaker 
than a group of churches expressing the Christian faith in its authentic 
diversity. Perhaps the best schemes of union worked out so far have been 
those between the Roman Catholic Church and the Uniat Orthodox 
Churches. Here the various liturgies, customs, and languages have been 
preserved in their integrity, and these unions could well be taken as models 
for the future. On the other hand, there has also been a danger that the 
conception of unity has not been global enough. Most schemes of union 
are confined to one country and concern the denominations operating 
within the national borders. The unity of the Church, however, utterly 
transcends national considerations, and it is most unfortunate—especially 
in the modern world—that the churches should duplicate and reinforce 
national frontiers. The unity represented by a body like the Anglican com¬ 
munion, provided it is a genuine union of concern and mutual responsibil¬ 
ity, is, as international and interracial, a far more effective witness to unity 
in Christ than would be a national “merger” of denominations. A national 
church can hardly avoid identifying itself too closely with the interests 
of the nation to which it belongs and is bound to be limited by the char¬ 
acteristics, some good and some bad, of its group. 

The most obvious visible sign of the Church’s unity is the Bible. If in¬ 
deed the center of the Church’s unity is Jesus Christ, as the head of the 
body, then the Bible is the embodiment of that unity because it is the 
written word, testifying to the manifestation of the living Word in the 
flesh. The Bible is also the most widespread visible sign of the unity of 
faith that belongs to the whole body of Christians, for some groups that 
do not even have the sacraments (Quakers, Salvation Army) and yet 
which are undeniably Christians, have the Bible. The Bible therefore 
stretches out as far as what we have called the “indefinite” borders of the 
Church. More than this, however, the Bible links the Church with the 
wider community of faith, for the Bible contains not only the distinc¬ 
tively Christian New Testament but also the Hebrew scriptures; and al¬ 
though to the Christian theologian this is the “Old Testament” and is read 
in a Christian perspective, no reasonable person would deny that in and 
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by themselves, the Hebrew scriptures have been produced out of the ex¬ 
periences of faith and revelation, and still function as vehicles of revela¬ 
tion in Judaism. Hence the Bible links Christianity with Judaism and so 

eventually with the faith adventure of the world’s relictions. 

- £2 

Because of its universal acceptance among Christians, the Bible already 
constitutes a remarkable foundation for unity, and any ecumenical theol¬ 
ogy must be firmly rooted in the Bible. But this is certainly not meant to 
imply that such an ecumenical theology must be narrowly biblicist. The 
kind of theology that has been produced in Protestant ecumenical circles 
has up till now been too much dominated by the somewhat narrow idea 
of a “biblical” theology, free from external cultural influences, such as 
was fashionable in the earlier days of the Barthian movement. Far more al¬ 
lowance has to be made—as the later Barth seems to recognize—for subsc- 
quent development in the Church, that is to say, for tradition. The canon 
of the Bible itself, after all, was fixed by the Church. In doing this, the 
Church set up a visible embodiment to protect the unity of its faith. At 
the same time, however, it erected a standard to which it submits itself. 
So we come back to the idea of a division of authority. This reminds us 
too that the note of unity in the Church has an inclusivcness that spills 
over into the other notes, and the full conception of unity and its visible 
embodiment cannot be reached until we have talked also of the remaining 
three notes. 

Next among the notes comes holiness. Here it is very much a case of 
“more or less,” and to many it will seem that the Church has often been 
less rather than more holy. We have to be clear, however, about what the 
“holiness” of the Church means. It cannot mean an otherworldly holiness 
that keeps its hands clean, so to speak, by avoiding contamination with 
earthly things. In our discussion of the saints, stress was laid on the variety 
of gifts and vocations. The “holiness” of the saints is not an escape from 
the world (though there will always be some whose vocation is to protest 
against materialistic preoccupations by a life of withdrawal), but obedi¬ 
ence in a particular situation. “Let it be to me according to your 
word.” 4:1 In again quoting these words of the Virgin, I am trying to make 
the point that holiness means being an agent of the incarnation, letting 
Christ be formed in the Church and in the world. Or in the more onto¬ 
logical language that we have used from time to time, holiness is coopera¬ 
tion with the letting-bc of Being, it is the strengthening and promoting 


4 '• Luke 1:38. 
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of the beings as against the threat of dissolution. But normally this can be 
done only by the maximal participation and involvement in the life of the 
world. 

The Church is the communion of saints, and the achievements of the 
saints remain as a constant testimony and encouragement to the reality of 
grace in the Church. But here again we must be careful not to form an 
exaggerated idea of the Church as it is in via. It has innumerable blind spots 
and lapses. We may believe in its ultimate indefectibility and that holiness, 
in the sense explained, is making headway, so that the Church and indeed 
all mankind is being sanctified by God’s reconciling work. But we have 
already distinguished indefectibility from infallibility. In many particular 
instances, the Church utterly falls short of holiness, and may even, through 
its support of wrong causes or a reactionary politico-social status quo, or 
sometimes through the idolizing of its own structure, work against sanc¬ 
tification. Yet one would hope—and legitimately, since this is simply part 
of the eschatological Christian hope—that these lapses would be episodes 
which would be eventually overcome in the total life of the Church. 

The visible embodiment of the Church’s holiness is its sacramental life. 
Since the sacraments will be discussed in detail in a later chapter, 44 only 
some brief remarks need to be made here; but in any case, the whole basic 
philosophy of this book, with its stress on how Being becomes present and 
manifest in and through the beings, lends itself readily to the sacramental 
and incarnational principle. The sacraments may be understood as the 
growing points, as it were, at which the divine grace sanctifies the Church 
and conforms its life to Christ. They are also the ways by which the exis¬ 
tence of the individual is incorporated into the body of Christ. Yet once 
again, as in the case of the Bible, we must avoid rigidity. In both cases, 
one can develop a “fundamentalism” that mistakes the earthen vessel for 
the treasure that it contains. We have seen that there are some Christian 
groups that have discarded the commonly accepted sacraments. It is not to 
be denied that grace operates in them too, for the operation of the divine 
Spirit is not confined to the recognized sacraments, any more than it is 
confined to the Christian religion. It may even be that these groups con¬ 
stitute a warning against the overprizing of sacramental forms. Yet even 
such groups have sacraments of a sort, whatever they may call them, for 
the grace of Being cannot reach us save through the beings in which it is 
present and manifest. We must not idolize particular sacramental forms, 


44 See below, pp. 447-486. 


The Church | 407 

yet on the other hand the forms which arc rooted in the Bible and which 
have been developed in the Church’s tradition and proved of value in her 
devotional life arc bound to command a very special respect and rever¬ 
ence. These arc the institutional forms, suited to our embodied existence, 
that protect and foster the growth of holiness, first in the Church and then 
in all humanity. 

We pass to the third note of the Church— catholicity. There are two 
distinct but related ideas implied in this third note. “Catholicity” means, 
first of all, universality. The Church is for all men, for what goes on in 
the Church, as we have seen, is simply the spearhead of what is going on 
in the creation as a whole. The end of the Church and the end of creation 
converge upon the kingdom of God. The Church cannot be complete 
until the whole creation is complete, and then of course the distinction 
between the Church and the rest of creation will have disappeared. This 
means that the Church must be an open rather than a closed society. In its 
catholic outreach, it abolishes the divisive demarcations that set one seg¬ 
ment of society against another, though it does not obliterate the variety 
of human beings but enriches the unity of the whole by giving scope to 
many kinds of gifts and vocations. St. Paul affirms that “in Christ” there 
is “neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither 
male nor female” 43 ; but he is equally clear that “there are varieties of gifts 
. . . varieties of service . . . varieties of working.” 40 It is this inclusive 
unity-with-diversity that constitutes the catholicity of the Church as uni¬ 
versality. But “catholicity” also means authenticity, that is to say, authen¬ 
ticity of belief and practice in the Church. This second meaning is related 
to the first, for it has in view the consensus of the Church. The authentic 
faith is to be learned by considering the universal faith. So from New 
Testament times onward, we find that when some weighty matter is to 
be decided, this is done by summoning a council and ascertaining the con¬ 
sensus of the Church. 

The structures in which the catholicity of the Church gets embodied 
arc primarily the catholic creeds, especially the Apostles’ and Nicene; and 
also the pronouncements of the universally recognized councils of the 
Church, such as those of Nicaca and Chalccdon. They give considered ex¬ 
pression to the mind of the universal Church, speaking, as it believes, 
under the guidance of the Spirit. 


45 Gal. 3:28. 

40 1 Cor. 12:4-6. 
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The creeds are catholic in both senses of the word. They set forth the 
authentic faith, but they arc not to be thought of as sets of propositions 
to be intellectually received. We have insisted from the beginning of this 
study that faith is more than belief; it is an existential attitude. This comes 
out clearly in the reciting of the creeds by the Christian community. The 
creeds express the identity of the community. The only qualification re¬ 
quired for joining the community is to share its faith, and to join with the 
members of the community in the creed is to identify with them, to par¬ 
ticipate in their attitude toward Christ, toward existence, toward Being. 

Perhaps relatively few Christians understand fully on the intellectual 
level the contents of the ancient creeds. In any case, the creeds and the 
pronouncements of the ancient councils were aimed at excluding errors, 
and were certainly not intended to exclude further study. They leave 
plenty of room for freedom and development in theological discussion. 
The attempt to define too many doctrines too precisely is an error, for it 
overestimates the importance of the visible structure and forgets that this 
structure has not been produced for its own sake but in order to protect 
and foster a living faith, which cannot be completely transcribed into 
words. 

If we remember the double meaning of catholicity, we shall not be in 
danger of confusing it with correct doctrine. There may be churches 
which stick to the letter of correct doctrine and which yet offend against 
catholicity because they deny the universality of the Church. We do in 
fact hear from time to time about churches which exclude from their 
membership and even from their worship persons of a different race from 
the members; and often enough, such churches pride themselves on their 
orthodoxy and their conservative (not to say reactionary) theology. No 
matter how orthodox these congregations may be, they have cut them¬ 
selves off from true catholicity by denying the universal character of the 
Church. They can no longer have any part in that ever-widening fellow¬ 
ship which cannot stop short of all creation, and which will be trans¬ 
formed into the kingdom when it coincides with creation—and only then. 
Such so-called churches arc moving in the opposite direction into isolation 
and disintegration, like branches that have been severed from the vine. 
This is true even if (as one must charitably hope) their attitude springs 
from ignorance rather than from malice against their human brethren. 

Thus the case with catholicity is like those we have already met in 
connection with unity and holiness. There is a structural form within the 
world that both expresses and protects the truly catholic being of the 
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Church, but we must again hold the balance between inner and outer, 
between spontaneity and the fixity of forms. The creeds and the ancient 
christological formulae are so built into the Church that they express its 
very identity and let its members experience their solidarity in this uni¬ 
versal community; but they are meaningless if they do not protect and 
enhance a faith that reaches into all the dimensions of existence. 

The last note that we have to consider is apostolicity, and this one per¬ 
haps gives rise to the greatest controversy. Apostolicity is not too sharply 
distinguished from catholicity, especially in the second of the two senses 
of “catholicity.” The apostolic Church is the authentic Church, continuing 
the teaching and practice of the apostles, who had been “eyewitnesses” of 
the events proclaimed in the Church’s message (/expiry/xa), and who had 
been commissioned by Christ himself. Faithfulness to the apostles appears 
as a mark of the New Testament Church in its earliest period: “they de¬ 
voted themselves to the apostles’ teaching.” 47 Before long, many heretical 
sects were springing up, as the Christian teaching coalesced with Gnostic 
and other religious ideas of the time. The authentic Christian community 
had to distinguish itself and its message from the heterodox groups, and it 
sought to do this by establishing its continuity with the apostles. The re¬ 
spect in which the apostles were held is attested by the well-known fact 
that there are several books in the New Testament written by anonymous 
authors but ascribed to leading apostles, so as to gain for them an authority 
that they could not otherwise have. But of course, the heretics played the 
same game, and we have many apocryphal writings that also bear the 
names of apostles. Eventually the Church, as we have already noted, de¬ 
cided which books were to be regarded as authoritative, and the canon 
was formed. But since there were, both inside and outside the canon as it 
was eventually formed, books claiming to be written by apostles, the mat¬ 
ter was not settled just by the question of authorship, but by the Church’s 
own living continuity with the apostles. Even in ancient times, there were 
doubts as to the authorship of some of the New Testament documents, and 
in modern times these doubts have crystallized in some cases into virtual 
certainty. But this docs not in the slightest degree alter the Church’s atti¬ 
tude toward these documents, for whether or not their actual authors were 
apostles, their teaching is in accordance with the apostolic tradition, as this 
was received and continued among the first generations of Christians. 

Whereas “catholicity” indicates the authenticity of the Church’s practice 
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and teaching by pointing to the consensus of Christians throughout the 
world, “apostolicity” has to do rather with the extension of the Church 
through time, its continuity and identity through the ages. Though it must 
indeed change in many ways, it can claim to be the Church of Jesus Christ 
only if it has retained at least a minimal degree of continuity with Christ, 
first through his apostles and then through the generations of their suc¬ 
cessors. Again, we can make a comparison between the Church and a self. 
As the commitment of faith plays an important part in unifying a self, so 
that we can recognize it as the same self as it moves through time, so too 
the community of faith is united by the same faith that has spanned the 
centuries. The formulations of that faith have changed and will change, 
but the existential attitude which constitutes the core of the faith has re¬ 
mained constant. So the inner meaning, if we mav so speak, of the apos¬ 
tolicity of the Church is its constancy in the faith of the apostles. 

As with the other notes of the Church, the note of apostolicity has its 
own embodiment or institutional form to protect it. This form is the epis¬ 
copate. This office, publicly transmitted bv the apostles to their successors 
and then on through the generations, is the overt, institutional vehicle for 
ensuring the continuity of that heritage of faith and practice which was 
likewise transmitted by the apostles. 

There will be a discussion of the ministrv of the Church and its various 

j 

orders and functions in the next chapter, so I do not propose to embark 
here on any lengthy remarks about the office of a bishop. Let me simply 
draw attention to the parallel between the episcopate and the other “em¬ 
bodiments” (the canon of Scripture, the sacraments, the creeds) which we 
met when considering the first three notes of the Church. The episcopate, 
like the others, protects by an outward institution the inner life of the 
Church. In all the threats of heresy and perversion to which it has been 
exposed, not only in the early centuries but later, the Church has held to 
its apostolic heritage and this has been in no small measure due to the 
specific office of the bishop, as the guardian of that heritage, and also, let 
it be said, to the qualities of most of those who have held this office. The 
episcopate cannot be treated as if it were on a different footing from 
the other embodied forms associated with the fundamental notes of the 
Church. 

The case has been put so well and clearly by John Knox that I can do 
no better than summarize his argument. He shows how the various fea¬ 
tures of the early Catholic Church were intended to establish its unity and 
integrity, and were not only ad hoc responses to the Gnostic threat but 
developments of the New Testament understanding of the Church. In 
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particular, he draws an analogy among the canon, the creeds, and the epis¬ 
copate. All came to be regarded as “apostolic,” which means “that the 
early Catholic Church, which in reality established these forms (or in 
whose experience they were first established), thought of itself as doing 
no more than recognizing what had been established by the apostles them¬ 
selves.” It is not a question of whether, as a matter of historical fact, the 
apostles wrote the books ascribed to them in the New Testament; or 
whether the Apostles’ Creed was actually composed by the apostles; or 
whether the apostolic ministry in the form of the historic episcopate was 
plainly and universally present from the beginning. We are to think of 
these rather in the context of the Church as “a visible, historical com¬ 
munity,” possessing an identity and yet developing in response to new 
demands and opportunities. The point about the various forms is that al¬ 
though they required time before they developed to the point where they 
clearly emerge in history, they express the mind and character of the 
Church as it had been since the apostles. 4S 

The argument summarized here is entirely compatible with the views 
developed in this book of embodied existence in the world, of community 
as extending through time in a manner analogous to selfhood, and of the 
Church as a community of faith which must express and protect its being 
through specific institutional forms that have now become part of its iden¬ 
tity. For these reasons, we have to agree with John Knox when he says: 
“I for one have no hesitancy in ascribing the same status to episcopacy as 
to canon and creed.” 40 

It is time for us to draw together the findings of this section on the 
notes of the Church. As an actual historical association, the Church ex¬ 
hibits “more or less” the unity, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity which 
will fully belong to it only when it gives itself up in order to become the 
kingdom of God. It exhibits unity the more it is obedient to Christ as its 
head; holiness, the more the divine Spirit is immanent and active within it; 
catholicity and apostolicity, the more it manifests the authentic Christian 
faith that brings men into community across the barriers of geography, 
race, culture, or even time. Because it is embodied in an earthly existence, 
the Church has its treasures in earthen vessels that are not to be despised, 
and we have listed as the four most vital to it: the Holy Scriptures, the 
sacraments, the catholic creeds, and the historic episcopate. 

The reader will have noticed that the four institutional forms or em- 

«Cf. The Early Church and the Coming Great Church, pp. 142-155. 

40 Op. cit., p. 152. 
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bodimcnts mentioned as expressing and supporting the four fundamental 
notes of the Church arc identical with the four points put forward in the 
nineteenth century as the sine qua non for a reunion of the Church, in 
the so-called “Chicago-Lambcth Quadrilateral.” This still remains the 
basic minimum required for any possible reunion. Within this basic frame¬ 
work, one would certainly hope that there would be the maximal degree 
of freedom and variety, and I have already suggested that Rome’s relation 
to the Uniat churches provides the best model for union without drab 
uniformity. It must be remembered too that no claim is made that only 
churches which have this fourfold structure are “true” churches. It was 
already conceded that even Christian groups that do not have the sacra¬ 
ments are not to be thought of as “excluded,” and it has also been main¬ 
tained that the Church merges at its borders into the wider community of 
faith and eventually into the w r orld. God’s Spirit is not confined to par¬ 
ticular institutional channels. On the other hand, the Church cannot live 
without an institutional structure, and the four forms that have been de¬ 
scribed may be said to constitute the normative shape of the Church, a 
shape that has proved its value in most of its provinces throughout most 
of its history. Yet I would again agree with John Knox that one would 
not wish to sec these structures accepted for merely pragmatic reasons, 
not “even to promote church union.” 50 They are to be accepted in the 
end because they have been built into the identity of the Church, and 
body forth in the world the being of the Church as the body of Christ, 
one, holy, catholic and apostolic. 

While I have been quite emphatic in upholding the four notes of the 
Church and the traditional forms in which they have been embodied, this 
does not mean that all the institutional accretions that have gathered along 
the way must also be preserved. Within the framework of the “quadri¬ 
lateral,” there is endless scope for variety and experiment, though stability 
and continuing identity are likewise assured. We should indeed expect 
that in our changing world, new forms of church life must be developed. 
What, in detail, these might be, is not our business to say, but we can 
well envisage that house-churches, industrial missions, vocational groups, 
ad hoc actions in critical situations and the like may all be required and in 
some cases may prove much more effective than some of the cumbrous 
machinery that has come down to us. Actually, the demands are very dif¬ 
ferent in different areas of the Church. For instance, they are one thing 


50 Op. cit. y p. 144. 


The Church | 4/5 

where the Church suffers from the danger of popularity, but quite an¬ 
other where the danger is persecution. It is always worth remembering 
that in the most glorious period of all in its history, the first three cen¬ 
turies, the Church had hardly any of the “apparatus” or “plant,” still less 
of the appalling bureaucracy, that now seems to be taken for granted. Yet 
it must also be remembered that it was precisely in that early period that 
the Church protected and stabilized her life and mission by firmly basing 
herself on that fourfold foundation which bodied itself forth in the canon, 
the sacraments, the creeds, and the apostolic ministry. 


75. THE PAPACY 

In the last section it was argued that the episcopate serves as the sign of 
one of the Church’s fundamental notes and has therefore an assured place 
in the classic form or embodied structure of the Church. But would not 
a very similar kind of argument make out an equally good case for the 
papacy? Certainly the papacy is an institution so ancient and so important 
in the Church that we cannot fail to give due consideration to its place, 
in spite of all the controversy that has raged around it. 

If the New Testament makes clear the special status of the apostles, 
surely it also makes it clear that St. Peter had a certain primacy among 
them. He was obviously the leader, and is reported as the first to have 
recognized Jesus as the Messiah, and the first of the apostles to have seen 
the risen Christ. 51 More specifically, Christ declares him to be the rock 
on which he will build the Church 5L> ; and it is to St. Peter that the risen 
Lord commends the care of the Church in the postlude to the Fourth 
Gospel. 53 After we leave the New Testament, there are many obscurities. 
Did St. Peter go to Rome? Did he become leader or bishop of the church 
there? Did any special prerogatives which he may have had pass to his 
successors in the see of Rome? These questions cannot be answered with 
confidence, yet perhaps there is just as much obscurity over the question 
of the rise of the New Testament canon or the development of the sacra¬ 
ments or the emergence of a definitely structured ministry. If we are pre¬ 
pared to call the latter three “apostolic,” should we deny the title to the 
papacy? If we accept St. John’s Gospel as canonical and “apostolic” in 
the sense which John Knox intends, although we do not accept that it 

r>1 Mark 8:29; I Cor. 15:5; etc. 
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was written by St. John, can we not also say that the papacy expresses the 
mind and intention of the apostles and is indeed foreshadowed in the New 
Testament, though it required time for its explicit emergence into history? 
(Actually, the papacy emerged earlier and more definitely than many 
Protestant historians have been willing to acknowledge). And finally, can 
one not say (and surely one can!) that the papacy too was invaluable in 
nurturing the Church and in preserving its unity and integrity through 
the early centuries, just as much as the other embodiments we have con¬ 
sidered? 

These arguments seem persuasive, yet there is one point at which we 
must take issue. We were able to go along with John Knox’s case for the 
episcopacy because it was already completely supported by everything 
that had been said earlier about existence in the world, selfhood, historical 
being, the nature of community, and so on. If the office of the bishop 
were not already there, something like it would have been demanded by 
the theological structure already built up. But it is different in the case of 
the papacy. We have set our face all along against individualism, and it 
would be entirely contrary to the whole trend of our theology, whether 
philosophical or symbolic, to allow that the apostolic character of the 
Church could depend on a succession of individuals. We begin with the 
college of apostles, and we must suppose that their successors too consti¬ 
tute a college. This too is in accordance with our view of the division of 
authority among several organs, a view which once again would be in¬ 
compatible with the excessive concentration of authority in a single indi¬ 
vidual. 

This mention of authority brings up the question of the “infallibility” 
which came to be attributed to the Pope. Even when we allow that papal 
infallibility is a much more limited affair than Protestants commonly 
understand it to be, we have already rejected the notion of any infalli¬ 
bility in the Church. We have seen indeed that the Christian faith seems 
to imply that the Church has a measure of indefectibility, 54 but this does 
not mean that it is infallible on every or any particular occasion, and still 
less that this infallibility could belong to an individual rather than to a 
conciliar or collegiate group. 

It is possible, however, that the issue is obscured by the use of the term 
“infallibility.” Like some other terms we have encountered in this book, 
this one, though negative in form, really expresses a deeply affirmative 
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idea. For what is freedom from error if it is not penetration into truth? 
Could we say that just as a compass needle, when distracting influences 
have been removed, turns unfailingly toward the north, so the mind of 
the Church, when fully open to the Holy Spirit, turns unfailingly toward 
the truth? This would be the fulfillment of Christ’s promise to the dis¬ 
ciples, “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the 
truth.” 55 This certainly does not mean that on any particular occasion 
there can be a verbal formulation that is totally free from error or that 
is delivered from the cultural and historical relativity that affects all ver¬ 
balizations. Also, the relation to truth belongs to the whole Church, 
though clearly its leadership bears a special responsibility in this matter. 
On the other hand, this affirmative idea that underlies infallibility is not 
just the same as indefectibility. Whereas indefectibility is a deduction 
from the doctrine of the last things and teaches that in the end the Church 
will come to that consummation which God has destined for it, what we 
are talking about here is the belief that on its way to the end the Church 
may on particular occasions seek so to open its mind to the divine Spirit 
that it is led into truth. This is surely an implicate of the doctrine of the 
Church and is the kernel of truth in the idea of infallibility. But again let 
it be said that this particular term is a misleading one. 

Cardinal Bea has made the further point that papal infallibility can be 
understood as a check on the particularism of national churches . 50 We 
have much sympathy with this point of view, as is clear from the fact that 
several times in this book we warn against the attempts to form united 
national churches, as envisaged by so many Protestant ecumenists. But the 
best safeguard against this particularism is surely an international college 
of bishops rather than the Pope alone, especially since the papacy for so 
long has itself been closely associated with a single nation. 

Our argument is that the papacy is not an additional structure required 
by the one holy catholic and apostolic Church alongside those of scrip¬ 
ture, sacraments, creeds, and episcopate. The alleged parallel between the 
considerations that establish the place of the episcopate and those that are 
advanced on behalf of the papacy breaks down. But this is not to say for 
a moment that the institution of the papacy is to be rejected. We can 
think of it as included within the structure of the episcopate, and as hav¬ 
ing within the episcopate a primaev which many persons outside of the 
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Roman communion would be willing to acknowledge. Frederick C. Grant 
has written that “the papacy is one of the most priceless elements in the 
Christian heritage. Reformed and restored to a pristine state in which, 
among the Church’s leaders, it should once more be first among equals, 
primus inter pares, rather than a monarchical sovereignty, the papacy 
might very well become the acknowledged leader, guide and chief of the 
whole Christian Church, and the greatest influence for good in the whole 
world.” 57 

The papacy is not, as we have already said, a structure or embodiment 
additional to the episcopate, but it has its place within the episcopate, and 
belongs to the fullness of the Church. Of course, the whole question of 
the relation of the papaev to the episcopate, and of the so-called “colle- 
giality” of the bishops, is under consideration within the Roman commu- 
nion. uS The First Vatican Council in 1870 pronounced on papal infalli¬ 
bility, but was adjourned before it got around to making a compensating 
statement about the episcopate. At the Second Vatican Council, the influ¬ 
ence of the episcopate was greatly enhanced, and Pope Paul VI indicated 
in 1965 that the college of bishops would henceforth have a permanent 
and more significant role in the government of the Church. There is at 
least the possibility of developments that could make the papaev a center 
of unity for all Christians. Recent pontiffs, and especially Pope John XXIII, 
have demonstrated in a remarkable manner how much vitality and influ¬ 
ence can still belong to the successors of St. Peter after nineteen centuries. 

At the very least, we have to affirm that any vision of a reunited Church, 
one, holy, catholic and apostolic, must envisage it in communion with the 
most illustrious of the apostolic sees. Anything short of this can be re¬ 
garded as only an interim step; and anything that might make this ultimate 
consummation more difficult should be scrupulously avoided. 


74. THE AUTHORITY OF THE CHURCH 

At several points in our discussion there has loomed the difficult question 
of authority. When we introduced the theme of an applied theology in 
general, we took note that in this area there operates a kind of composite 
authority, constituted by the Bible, the Church, and the judgments of 
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reason and conscience. 59 In our discussion of the Church, the question of 
authority has come up again—both with regard to the authority of the 
Church in general and with regard to the authority of organs within the 
Church, especially the papacy. These questions call for further discussion. 
The reason for putting this discussion within the chapter on the Church 
is not because we are saying that the Church has an authority more ulti¬ 
mate than that of the Bible or common sense, but because it is actually 
within the community that authority has to be exercised and decisions 
made. Who is to define what Christian faith is except the believing Chris¬ 
tian community itself? It is the community to which Christ has given the 
command, “Go and teach all nations!” 00 It is therefore a community hav¬ 
ing a teaching office or magisterium, and since this was conferred by 
Christ, it must carry great weight, and would normally prevail over the 
opinions of individual Christians or groups of Christians. 

However, this authority of the Church, whether in matters of doctrine, 
order, or practice, is limited in several ways. 

1. It is, as we have seen, a derived authority. It stems from Jesus Christ 
and must be subject ultimately to him. Since it is the Bible, especially the 
New Testament, that contains the apostolic witness to Christ, this means 
in practice that the authority of the Bible qualifies that of the Church. It 
would be hard to say, however, that one is more ultimate than the other. 
The Church produced the New Testament and settled its canon. Yet, hav¬ 
ing done so, it also in a sense made itself subject to the New Testament. 
In a similar fashion, a nation decides its constitution, but having done so, 
it remains governed by that constitution; at the same time, the constitu¬ 
tion is not, as it were, a dead hand on the nation, but is a living and 
creative instrument as it is continually reinterpreted by the nation in the 
light of fresh needs and new understandings. The corresponding reci¬ 
procity between Church and New Testament is well expressed by Robert 
Terwilligcr: “It is the book which the Church created, and the book 
which creates the Church.” 01 

2. The authority of the Church requires consensus. Admittedly, in the 
Church as in every community, there must be leadership. In the earliest 
days, the twelve had a special responsibility, and it was to them that the 
commission to teach was entrusted. Their apostolic office passed in due 
course to the episcopate, including the pope, and a special degree of au- 

59 See above, pp. 379-382. 
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thority within the Church belongs to them. But this could never be abso¬ 
lute or exercised in isolation from the whole body of the faithful. “There 
was not first an apostolate which gathered a body of believers about itself; 
nor was there a completely structureless collection of believers which 
gave authority to the apostles to speak and act on its behalf. From the first, 
there was the fellowship of believers finding its unity in the twelve.” 02 
So this brings to light a further reciprocity, and a consequent qualifica¬ 
tion of authority in the Church. An interesting illustration of the point 
is that there were gatherings in the early Church with all the external 
marks of general councils, but the pronouncements of these gatherings 
never gained authority because they failed to win a consensus in the 
whole Church. It need hardlv be added that our talk here of consensus 
does not in the slightest deny the need for debate and controversy on the 
way to any such consensus. 

3. The authority of the Church is relativized by historical and cultural 
factors. We have seen that the notes of the Church are eschatological and 
belong in their fullness to her consummation. While on the way, the 
Church only more or less attains to unity, holiness, catholicity, and apos- 
tolicity. Even in those moments when the mind of the Church is open to 
the Holy Spirit, the only kind of “infallibility” that can be claimed is a 
directedness toward the truth, not the possession of truth in its entirety 
or in absolute form. Furthermore, even the consensus of the faithful is a 
consensus at a given time in relation to a given problem encountered 
under given circumstances. 

4. Every authoritative utterance of the Church has to be tested for 
intellectual integrity. Here we meet once again the role of the theologian 
in the community of faith. The theologian is not just an independent stu¬ 
dent of religion but a responsible spokesman for the believing community. 
Where this is forgotten, there is the danger of a “papacy of scholars,” 
just as oppressive and even more elitist than the tyranny of ecclesiastics 
or uncritical biblicism. But the authority of the Church will be enhanced 
if theologians and biblical scholars arc taken seriously by ecclesiastical 
leaders, and care is taken to ensure that the Church’s pronouncements can 
find support in the best available scholarship. 

Two other points of a different kind may'be made about the authority 
of the Church. The first is that such authority must maintain its indepen¬ 
dence of outside pressures, especially that of the state. The tendency of 


02 Doctrine in the Church of England, p. 115. 
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the Church in history to become a department of the state and so to have 
its authority made subservient to that of the state has been disastrous. The 
other point is that, unlike the authority of the state, that of the Church 
can never be harsh or oppressive. It is an authority inspired by and exer¬ 
cised in love, directed only to building up the body of Christ. 


18 


Ministry and 
Mission 


7 j. THE GENERAL MINISTRY OF THE PEOPLE OF GOD 
The words “ministry” and “mission” point to the same phenomenon, 
though they draw attention to different aspects of it. Both words desig¬ 
nate the activity or function that belongs to the Church as a necessary 
stage in the movement from creation to the consummation of the kingdom 
of God. The ministry of the Church is its work in helping to lct-be the 
new community of beings; and, in a secondary sense, the ministry is the 
structure of the Church (necessary to it) by which it performs this work. 
The mission of the Church is the same work, but considered in its out¬ 
going and expanding aspect. 

The ministry of the Church is its service. Christ himself was identified 
with the “servant of the Lord” of whom we read in deutero-Isaiah. The 
Church, as continuing the work of Christ in the world, has also the role 
of a servant, and we can think of the image of the “servant of the Lord” 
as one that elucidates the character of the Church alongside the other im¬ 
ages, of which something has been said already, such as “body of Christ” 
and “Israel of God.” 

This linking of the ministry of the Church with the ministry of Christ 
is fundamental. All Christian ministry, whether we arc thinking of the 
ministry of the whole people or of the ministry of those ordained to 
special offices, is a participation in the ministry of Christ. The many-sided 
character of Christian ministry is already foreshadowed in the many di¬ 
mensions of Christ’s ministry. He is the Servant, the Good Shepherd, the 
High Priest, the Prophet, and thus service, shepherding, priesthood, pro- 
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claiming arc all constitutive elements in Christian ministry, though clearly 
the importance of each of these will vary in different forms of the 
ministry. 

The ministry of the Church is quite simply and adequately described 
by St. Paul as “the ministry of reconciliation.” 1 This ministry of recon¬ 
ciliation, he declares, is given by God to those who themselves have been 
reconciled to him through Christ. This implies that the ministry of recon¬ 
ciliation belongs to the whole Church. All Christians arc, in a sense, min¬ 
isters; and indeed, if Christ himself is the servant of the Lord and the 
agent of God’s reconciling work, and if to be a Christian means to be con¬ 
formed to Christ, then clearly every Christian shares in Christ’s own min¬ 
istry or service. Because for a long time the Church has had a professional 
ministry, the universal and quite fundamental ministry of all Christians 
tends to drop out of sight. Luther reemphasized it at the Reformation in 
his insistence on the priesthood that belongs to every Christian, but he 
was simply recalling St. Peter’s teaching that the Church, as “God’s own 
people,” is “a royal priesthood” or “a holy priesthood to offer spiritual 
sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.” 2 Afore recently, the 
liturgical movement has also stressed the ministry of the whole Church by 
seeking to make more real and meaningful the participation (which has 
always belonged to them) of the laity in the eucharist. 

This universal ministry, which belongs to all Christians, is quite funda¬ 
mental. We shall sec that it bv no means rules out various special minis¬ 
tries, but it can be said that without this basic ministry of reconciliation, 
no other ministrv can have anv value. The common distinction between 

J * 

clergy and laity is a distinction within the all-embracing ministry of recon¬ 
ciliation. This distinction has indeed its proper significance, which is not 
to be overlooked, but it must not be thought of as a sharp dividing line in 
the Church. The expression “laity” stands for the whole people (Acun) of 
God, and the whole people of God includes the clergy. The clergy are 
themselves baptized into the universal ministry of the Church, and arc 
laymen before they become clergymen. They do not cease to belong to 
the universal ministry given to them in baptism, but add to this an addi¬ 
tional ministry. The layman, on his part, is not just the passive recipient 
of the Church’s ministry. As a baptized person, he shares in the apostolatc 
of the whole Church. In Karl Rahncr’s words, “by the very nature of 

1 II Cor. 5:18. 

2 I Pet. 2:5,9. 
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being a member of the mystical body of Christ, he is also an active co- 
operator in the fulfillment of her mission and mandate.” 3 

The current interest in what is called the “apostolate” of the laity points 
to renewed attempts to explore and utilize the vast potentialities of the 
universal Christian ministry that is entrusted to all members of the Church. 
Of course, we should recognize that this ministry always has been exer¬ 
cised. In our present secular civilization, however, it may w’ell be that 
new and important roles are opening up for the layman. The Churches as 
“holy” places and the clergy as persons in “holy” orders touch only a seg¬ 
ment of the great masses in modern industrialized and urbanized societies. 
While we have been critical of some features of the demand for a “reli¬ 
gionless” Christianity, we have conceded that there are other features that 
have to be taken seriously, if Christianity is to make an impact in the con¬ 
temporary world. One thing that seems clearly demanded by the secu¬ 
larized situation of today is a fuller recognition and a higher valuation of 
the lay apostolate. 

It is not the business of this book—nor does it lie within our compe¬ 
tence—to say how this is to be done in detail, but it is our business to in¬ 
dicate the theological basis, and this we are seeking to do in drawing atten¬ 
tion to the fundamental ministry of the whole Church and in urging the 
active cooperation of the layman in it. This may mean that we shall have 
to be more prepared to recognize the Spirit’s working outside of the usual 
ecclesiastical channels, and that we shall also need to be willing to give to 
the laity more initiative and responsibility than they have usually enjoyed. 
Both of these points can be illustrated by another mention of the Salvation 
Army. We already pointed out that although it has no sacraments, we 
could not for a moment deny that it receives and transmits divine grace. 
Its founder, William Booth, could be regarded as a pioneer of “secular” 
Christianity in the best sense, and one who long ago saw the need for the 
laity to assume a much more active role in the industrialized modern 
world. In the somewhat ironical words of his biographer, “Booth was not 
aiming for settled communities of virtuous folk sitting under a favorite 
preacher.” 4 

We should stress, however, that we visualize the ministry of the laity 
chiefly in terms of practical service, having nothing ostensibly “churchy” 
or “religious” about it—and again, the Salvation Army provides a good 


3 Theological Investigations , vol. II, p. 326. 
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example. The ministry of reconciliation is the ministry of responding to 
those in need, and without this, any other kind of ministry is empty. 
This fundamental ministry is our cooperation in God’s great work of 
letting-be. There arc innumerable opportunities here for laymen to exer¬ 
cise a full and effective ministry. In our complex modern society, there 
are many areas where only laymen with specialized training in these areas 
really know what is going on there, and where only they have the possi¬ 
bility of trying to ensure that what is done in these areas will be directed 
to the fuller being of the people affected or (if this sounds too utopian) 
will not deprive people of their potentialities for fuller being. But wc shall 
say more on this later. 5 

We do not, on the other hand, visualize the ministry of the laity as a 
pale imitation of the ministry of the clergy. The layman’s ministry has 
too much dignity and importance to be reduced to these terms. The 
clergy share in the universal ministry that belongs to the whole people of 
God, but they have their own special ministries in addition. The most ef¬ 
fective laymen are likely to be those whose own ministry is backed up by 
the nurture of the word and sacraments, which they receive in turn at 
the hands of the ordained ministers of the Church. 


-6. THE SPECIAL MINISTRIES: DIACONATE, 

PRESBYTERATE, EPISCOPATE 

Our stress upon the universal and fundamental ministry of reconciliation 
is not meant to rule out or in any way detract from the importance of the 
specific ministries of the Church, reserved to those who have been duly 
ordained to them. Once more we have to hold a proper balance between, 
on the one hand, freedom and spontaneity, and, on the other, the need 
for form and order. The Church, at times when the normal channels of its 
working have become constricted and conventionalized, should, we may 
presume, be neither surprised nor scandalized if the workings of the Spirit 
show themselves outside of these channels. Yet it would soon be necessary 
to channel these new workings of the Spirit in definite forms, if they were 
not to be scattered and lost. It is clear from the New Testament that even 
in the earliest days there were definite ministries, and the importance and 
necessity of these increased as the threat from Gnostic and other heresies 
grew. The distinctive Christian message would soon have disappeared if 
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every free-lance preacher and self-appointed minister had had equal stand¬ 
ing. There had to be duly appointed guardians of the authentic faith. By 
the end of the first century we find St. Clement writing: “The apostles 
for our sakes received the gospel from the Lord Jesus Christ; Jesus Christ 
was sent from God. Christ then is from God, and the apostles from Christ. 
Both therefore came in due order from the will of God. Having therefore 
received his instructions, they went forth . . . and, as they preached in 
the country and in the towns, they appointed their first fruits (having 
proved them by the Spirit) to be bishops and deacons of them that should 
believe.” G St. Ignatius writes: “Wherever the bishop appears, there let 
the people be, just as, wheresoever Christ Jesus is, there is the catholic 
Church. It is not permitted either to baptize or hold a love-feast apart 
from the bishop. But whatever he may approve, that is well-pleasing to 
God, that everything which you do may be sound and valid.” 7 We are 
not for the moment concerned about the precise meaning of the word 
“bishop” here (if indeed it had a precise meaning) but onlv about the 
recognition from the earliest days of the necessity of a duly ordained 
ministry. 

The stress on the necessity and dignity of the ordained ministry is not 
by any means only a “catholic” view. One could hardly find a stronger 
or more persuasive statement than the one given by Calvin. Christ is the 
head of the Church, but he uses a human ministry. Such ministers Calvin 
does not hesitate to call Christ’s “substitutes.” He declares that “the 
Church cannot be kept safe, unless supported by those guards to which 
the Lord has been pleased to commit its safety.” Not merely to seek to 
abolish the ministry but even “to disparage it as of minor importance” is 
to plot “the ruin and destruction of the Church.” “For neither are the 
light and heat of the sun, nor meat and drink, so necessary to sustain and 
cherish that present life, as is the apostolical and pastoral office to preserve 
a church in the earth.” 8 

The expression “in the earth” which closes the quotation from Calvin 
is a reminder that we arc dealing with the Church as an association that 
operates in history, not as the ideal or eschatological kingdom. Every kind 
of association, if it is not to fall apart, needs some kind of leadership or 
Government or authority, and indeed we find something of the sort even in 
those Christian groups that think of themselves as most “free” from ccclc- 
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siastical forms. Wc may be told that Jesus Christ is the sole head of the 
Church, and of course all Christians recognize him as such. But clearly (as 
Calvin also says) Jesus Christ does not in person decide about the day- 
to-day questions that confront the community of faith. To some extent, 
the whole community must decide about these questions, yet the com¬ 
munity needs guidance, and it must have leaders who will interpret to it 
the mind of Christ on the matters in question. The Church is certainly not 
an egalitarian institution. John Krumm rightly remarks: “There are limits 
to democracy in any Church which can claim the name of Christian. The 
authentic Christian gospel is not established by a majority vote; it comes 
down from two thousand years of Christian experience and testimony, 
which has overwhelming weight and authority.” 9 

If we accept that the Church is a theological as well as a sociological 
entity (and if not, wc may as well forsake it), then we are recognizing 
that it is an association that has been brought into being from above do r xn- 
veard, so to speak. It is the community of grace, of incarnation, of the 
Spirit. But this in turn implies the recognition of a relatively independent 
status belonging to the ordained ministry within the Church. Actually, 
this is recognized among the great majority of Christians, Roman, Ortho¬ 
dox, Anglican, Calvinist, and Lutheran, for the ministers of these churches 
are ordained only by those who have themselves already been ordained to 
the ministry and who alone have the authority to confer this ministry. 
We should be clear about the fundamental difference between this under¬ 
standing of the ministry and that which prevails in those Protestant groups 
whose ministers arc ordained by the congregation, or general body of 
Christians. Strictly speaking, this is not ordination but a “setting apart,” 
in which the special ministry is regarded not as an “order” but simply as a 
specialized function within the general ministry, and thus a function for 
which those responsible for the general ministry can set apart suitable per¬ 
sons from their own number. While wc have ourselves stressed the con¬ 
tinuity of the general and special ministries of the Church, it seems to me 
that this assimilation of the special into the general ministry among those 
who entrust ordination, in whole or in part, to the congregation, must be 
rejected, for while it rightly secs the continuity of all Christian ministry 
with the fundamental ministry of reconciliation, it fails to sec the distinc¬ 
tive character of the special ministries. 

Of course, the congregation or people does have its distinctive litur- 
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gical role in ordination. The people present from among themselves those 
who are to be ordained and to whose ordination they assent. But the ac¬ 
tual ordaining is done by those who arc themselves ordained, for this is a 
sacramental act and is therefore performed by those who are ministers of 
the sacraments. In calling the act “sacramental,” we are recognizing that 
it is not just the authorizing of certain persons to perform distinctive func¬ 
tions in the Church, but is a conferring of grace on these persons them¬ 
selves. The special ministries arc not to be understood exhaustively in 
functional terms; they have also an ontological dimension, they are 'ways 
of being in the Church. The call of a person to the ministry and his re¬ 
sponse, and then his solemn ordination, affect him in the depth of his 
being. As R. C. Mobcrly expressed it in a classic work on the ministry, 
“There are not only priestly functions or priestly prerogatives; there is 
also a priestly spirit and a priestly heart—more vital to the true reality of 
priesthood than any mere performance of priestly functions.” 10 

The word that has been traditionally used by theologians to designate 
this ontological dimension of ministry is “character.” There is nothing 
magical about such character, nor does it fall ready-made from heaven at 
ordination. Ministerial character, in the theological sense of the term, is 
very much like moral character, in the ethical sense of the term; that is to 
say, it is a formation of the person, the building up of a distinctive pat¬ 
tern of personal being, the shape of which is determined by certain domi¬ 
nant interests. The functional and ontological understandings of ministry 
are complementary, not competitive. It is through the doing of acts that 
character is formed, then character in turn informs the acts. Ministerial 
functions without the depth of ministerial character would be only an 
outward appearance. We stress again that there is nothing magic about 
such character; and just as the calling to the ordained ministry can be 
understood as an extension of the election that belongs to all Christian ex¬ 
perience, so ministerial character can be understood as a special develop¬ 
ment of the character which baptism opens to all Christians. 

We have already claimed that the ordained ministry is nothing less than 
the embodiment of a fundamental note of the Church. We have seen how 
Christ entrusted the leadership of the community to his apostles, and how 
they bequeathed it in turn to their successors. I am not saying for a mo¬ 
ment that the Church was generated by the ministry, but neither should 
one fall into the opposite mistake of thinking that the ministry can be gen- 
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crated from below upward bv the Church. The Church and its ministry 
arc equally primordial, the ministry belonging to the very structure of the 
Church. 

It is indeed necessary to the health of the whole Church that the or¬ 
dained ministry should have a certain independence of status. Only so can 
it exercise one of its most important ministries—the prophetic ministry, in 
which not only the world but the people of God too have be set con¬ 
tinually in the light of God’s demands and judgments, as these arc under¬ 
stood in the Christian revelation. 

Perhaps enough has been said to make the case for a distinct ordered 
ministry within the Church, differentiated from the general ministry of 
the people of God. We must now try to establish more clearly what is the 
difference between the general ministry, shared by all Christians, and the 
specific ministry or ministries by which a part of the Church exercises 
care and leadership for the whole. We have already said that there is no 
sharp cleavage between clergy and laity, and this must be reaffirmed. The 
fundamental ministry is the ministry of reconciliation, and this is given to 
every Christian who is by baptism incorporated into the body of Christ. 
Thus it is a ministry which belongs to the clergy as well as the laity, 
though in any actual situation it may be exercised in different ways, and 
in some situations the layman, in others the clergyman, may be better able 
to minister. The specific ministry of the clergy then must be thought of 
as additional to the general ministry. So we come to the thought of grades 
of fullness in the ministry. It is not the case that the clergy have a ministry 
and the laity have none, but that the clergy have a fuller ministry. As well 
as the general ministry, they have the ministry of the word and sacra- 
ments. Even this the laity share to some extent, but there are some acts 
that have been reserved exclusively to the ordained minister. He is consti¬ 
tuted the guardian'of the word and sacraments, and these in turn are the 
vehicles for the continuance and propagation of the Christian faith. 

Those within the people of God who have the fullness of the ministry 
come to it in a double way, which shows us again the by now familiar 
correspondence of inward and outward, of personal experience and of the 
institutional form which is designed to express and protect the experience. 
The experience is God’s calling or vocation. Already in the Old Testa¬ 
ment, prophets like Isaiah and Jeremiah vividly attest that their prophetic 
ministry was laid upon them by God and that the initiative lay with him. 
The same is true in the New Testament and in the subsequent Christian 
ministry, as everyone knows from the testimony of the great spiritual 


428 (part three: applied theology 

leaders of the Church. We may think of this inward call from God as 
simply an extension of the election which, as we have seen, is a moment in 
the normal Christian experience, however it may vary from one person to 
another. 11 All who are elected are elected to the general ministry of the 
Church; and since all Christians are elected (for the initiative is with 
God), then all Christians are called to the ministry of reconciliation. But 
for some, the call is to the fuller and more specific ministries, and we can 
understand such an experience of vocation as of a piece with election in 
general Christian experience. But such calling is not in itself enough to 
constitute anyone a minister of the Church. Just as election in general 
Christian experience has its corresponding outward form in baptism, so 
the calling to a specific ministry must have its outward form in ordination. 
In ordination, those who have themselves the ministerial office and have 
been constituted the guardians of the Church’s faith, test the calling of 
the ordinand and, if satisfied, admit him to office in the Church. 

This outward form must be considered just as essential to the ministry 
as inward calling, otherwise the door is opened to chaos and the disinte¬ 
gration of the Church. To think otherwise is really to deny the earthly 
and historical character of our existence. Once again, the point is very 
well made by Calvin. He shrewdly points out that if anyone in the history 
of the Church could claim to be a valid minister on the grounds of inward 
calling alone, that one would be St. Paul, who is represented as having 
been directly called and addressed by Christ. But in fact, St. Paul not only 
received baptism but, with Barnabas, was set apart by the Church and had 
hands laid on him before he was dispatched on his mission. 12 “Why this 
setting apart and laying on of hands,” asks Calvin, “after the Holy Spirit 
had attested their election, except that ecclesiastical discipline might be 
preserved in appointing ministers by men?” 13 Of course, we have to keep 
a sane balance. Again let it be affirmed that if the Church has become 
somnolent or corrupt, the Spirit will carry on its unitive action outside 
of the usual forms and structures, or perhaps outside of the Church alto¬ 
gether. But such cases are exceptional, and it is soon necessary to come 
back to forms and structures of some kind. Only in very grave circum¬ 
stances should anyone take upon himself the responsibility of rejecting the 
established forms; and even in such cases, when one considers the schisms 
that have in the past weakened the Church, it is a question whether such 
persons would not have done better to exercise patience. 

11 See above, pp. 340-342. 

12 Acts 13:2-3. 
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la any case, ordination by laying on of hands on the part of those who 
arc already ordained ministers is, and since New Testament times has been, 
the regular way of admitting men to the specific ministries of the Church. 
Ordination is parallel to baptism, which admits to the membership and 
therefore to the general ministry of the Church. The Holy Spirit, we may 
suppose, is not restricted to either of these vehicles, but they have an in¬ 
dispensable function in the economy of the Church on earth, and a will¬ 
ingness to recognize their value and to submit to their regular operation is 
itself an evidence of the unitive action of the Spirit. These outward, visi¬ 
ble, public acts which the Church performs in the name of God are a nec¬ 
essary protection for the gifts of the Spirit, as well as being our safeguard 
against subjectivism and fanaticism. They give a certain objective char¬ 
acter to the ministry. They stress the office, rather than the man or his 
personality. What he does is not done by his own power or his own vir¬ 
tue. He acts by authority of the Church and in the name of God. It is, of 
course, the business of the Church to judge of the inward calling of those 
offering themselves for its ministry, before they are ordained to it. But (as 
has been clearly recognized by, among others, St. Augustine and Calvin) 
no man’s personal qualities can sustain the weight of the ministry, and the 
effectiveness of the office docs not stand or fall with the man himself. 

Now we must take a further step. We have seen that the ordained min¬ 
istry is distinct from, though continuous with, the general ministry of rec¬ 
onciliation. It is not nobler or better than that ministry (for nothing could 
be) but it is a fuller ministry, with special responsibilities in the Church. 
The further step is to recognize that within this ordained ministry itself, 
there are several orders of ministry, representing degrees of fullness. Here 
we strike on the most controversial question concerning the ministry, yet 
the answers seem clear enough. There can be no question that in the New 
Testament, several kinds of ministry are recognized. More than this, how¬ 
ever, it is surely quite clear that the difference between these kinds of 
ministries is not merely one of function. They are orders of ministry, 
some more authoritative than others. The apostles have not only a differ¬ 
ent function from, let us say, prophets and evangelists—actually, they 
include in themselves the other ministries—but themselves have an addi¬ 
tional ministry which gives them their special authority. When they ap¬ 
point the seven to a particular ministry ,' u this is part of their own ministry 
that they depute to them, in order that they may themselves be free to de¬ 
vote more time “to prayer and the ministry of the word.” When Philip 


14 Acts 6:34. 


APPLIED THEOLOGY 


43O | PART THREE: 

the evangelist baptizes converts in Samaria, the apostles come down to 
complete his work and set their seal on it. 1 ”’ These arc almost arbitrarily 
chosen incidents, for the whole tenor of the New Testament makes plain 
the authority of the apostles. Even St. Paul recognizes not just difference 
of function but difference in order and authority. Ernst Kjisemann re¬ 
marks: “Equality is not for Paul a principle of church order.” 10 

What the New Testament—with Christ himself—undoubtedly docs 
condemn is the seeking for power and preeminence among Christians, and 
the exercise of authority in a self-regarding way. It must be confessed that 
there has been plenty of this in the Church, and that the experience of it 
has kindled in some the distrust of what they call “prelacy.” The Church, 
after all, is only on its way to holiness, and so sin remains, and even the 
offices of the Church can be used (or rather, abused) by careerists in 
search of notoriety and power. Spiritual authority gets confounded with 
worldly position, and as a result the whole conception of spiritual author¬ 
ity and the offices to which it attaches arc brought into disrepute. But 
once again, abusus non tollit nsum. The sin of pride which leads to these 
perversions of the ministerial offices is so universal that in any case the 
abolition of the offices will not prevent this sin from making its inroads. 
Even in Christian groups which abhor “prelacy” and pride themselves on 
the “parity” of their ministers, there is no lack of power politics. Indeed, 
the game is played even more dangerously, because it depends on invisible 
pressures, the cult of personalities, and many other hidden factors through 
which power and authority can be exercised behind the scenes; if there 
always is the risk of power, surely it is better that it be openly attached to 
public offices. But the true Christian authority is not this kind of power at 
all, nor docs it feed anyone’s ego. It is an authority that is conferred by 
Christ. It is not “earned” by the holder of the office nor can it be to him 
a cause of pride. It is a responsibility laid upon him to be an “ambassador” 
of Christ and to speak “on behalf of Christ.” 17 The authority belongs to 
the office, to the Church, ultimately to Christ from whom the office has 
come. The higher the ministerial office, the more it is to be recognized as 
a gift conferred, and the more humility docs it require from its holder, as 
he exercises the daunting responsibilities entrusted to him. 

We have claimed that there arc not only diverse functions in the or- 
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dained ministry but diverse orders, and that this has been the ease from 
New Testament times onward. But everyone knows that the picture of 
the ministry that can be gathered from the New Testament is a very com¬ 
plicated one, and its interpretation is uncertain. When we read, for in¬ 
stance, that “his gifts were that some should be apostles, some prophets, 
some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, for the equipment of the 
saints, for the work of the ministry, for building up the body of Christ,” 18 
we readily understand that while this list docs indeed show us the diversity 
of ministries in the primitive Church, it cannot be taken as normative, for 
we find other ministries mentioned elsewhere in the New Testament, and 
probably there were local variations, though all seem to have acknowl¬ 
edged the authority of the apostles. The “quest for the historical minis¬ 
try,” if one may coin the phrase, is as hopeless as the quest for the historical 
Jesus. We can say that from the beginning, there was diversity, and there 
was also an authoritative order of ministers, the apostles. But to try to go 
much beyond this and to seek to establish a definite ministerial structure 
as typical of the whole of the primitive Church is wasted labor. 

Even if there had been an “original” pattern of the ministry and one 
could discover what it was, this would not be specially important. It is 
clear that there must have been a formative period in which changes in 
the institutional forms would be required as the Church moved out from 
being a revolutionary movement in Judaism to becoming a settled, world¬ 
wide community. The “evangelists,” who presumably went from town to 
town, would be replaced by settled pastors. Apparently, the ecstatic 
“prophets” soon died out, as a distinct kind of ministers. Here, as else¬ 
where, we have to consider not only the beginning (which we can know 
only very imperfectly), but also the way in which it was developed in the 
actual life of the Church. What we do find is that in the first few centu¬ 
ries, throughout the whole Church, the various kinds of ministry of which 
we read in the New Testament had become consolidated into the familiar 
three orders of bishops, priests, and deacons. The bishops were thought 
of as the successors of the apostles, who were supposed to have founded, 
as a result of their ministerial labors, the principal sees of the ancient 
Church; the priests (or presbyters) corresponded to the pastors indiffer¬ 
ently called “bishops” or “presbyters” in the New Testament; while the 
deacons represented those inferior orders of ministry which we can also 
sec in the New Testament. Alongside the New Testament, we have to 


Jt, Eph. 4:11-12. 


412 | P A R T THREE: APPLIED THEOLOGY 

recognize the living development within the Church. It is impossible to 
avoid the conclusion that from an early time the regular and universal 
pattern of the Christian ministry was the threefold one of bishops, priests, 
and deacons, and that this is a natural development from the New Testa¬ 
ment picture itself. 

The threefold ministry, like other structures in the Church, has a mea¬ 
sure of flexibility and even of healthy untidiness, and this allows for possi¬ 
bilities of development and adaptation within the overall pattern. Thus 
the variable and indefinite kinds of ministry mentioned in the New Testa¬ 
ment are reflected by the continuation in both the Eastern and Western 
Churches of so-called “minor” orders—lectors, acolytes, subdeacons, and 
the like. Actually, in the Western Church subdeacons came to be counted 
as a fourth “major” order alongside bishops, priests, and deacons; and it 
has sometimes been suggested that deaconesses should have a similar status. 
These matters are mentioned not because they are of any special impor¬ 
tance in themselves, but because the existence of these “intermediate” min¬ 
istries helps to prevent a rigid distinction between clergy and laity. It is 
worth considering also whether some of these orders could not be used 
in new and creative ways to employ the energies of laymen. In the mod¬ 
ern world, the ministries of clergy and laymen sometimes cross over, so 
to speak. The worker-priest, though ordained to the ministry of word and 
sacraments, may function for a large part of his time in a secular occupa¬ 
tion. On the other hand, perhaps an increasing number of persons who 
want to serve the Church will opt to do so in a lay, or part-time capacity, 
and for them some of the “minor” orders or, as I shall shortly recom¬ 
mend, a revived diaconate, may be the means of giving them their definite 
place and dignity in the Church. This is much more than just a question 
of conferring on people high-sounding names and offices, for it would be 
a way of redressing the Church’s structure in the direction of increased 
lay participation. So the threefold ministry has, and should have, ragged 
edges that prevent a clean-cut distinction from the laity. 

Since we began with the general ministry of the whole Church, the 
ministry of reconciliation, and moved on from there to consider the spe¬ 
cific ministries to which Christians might be additionally called and or¬ 
dained, it is convenient to retain the same ascending order in our discus¬ 
sion, and to take the three traditional orders of the ministry in increasing 
degrees of fullness. So we shall begin by saying something of the diac¬ 
onate, and then pass on to the priesthood and the episcopate. 

The order of deacons is the least clearly defined of the three orders of 
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the ministry. Its prototype is usually seen in the ministry of St. Stephen 
and his companions, though they were not actually called “deacons.” 19 
They were, however, ordained to a specific ministry by prayer and laying 
on of hands. Their duties were to assist the apostles, particularly by caring 
for persons in need and distributing alms. But it seems that St. Stephen 
also conducted a notable preaching ministry, and the very fact that he is 
the Church’s protomartyr should prevent us from supposing that the 
“diaconatc” that he and his companions exercised was just some minor 
administrative office. The duties of deacons varied in the early Church, 
and perhaps the only way in which one could define these duties is to say 
that the work of the deacon was to assist the priest or bishop, both in the 
liturgy and in the pastoral care and administration of the congregation. 
On the other hand, the deacon did not have power to do these things by 
himself. 

The very flexibility and even vagueness that has attended the historical 
role of the deacon may well have the advantage of making it easier to 
rehabilitate this particular ministry and to make it more effective in the 
modern situation. At present, among Anglicans and Roman Catholics, the 
diaconate is simply a stage to the priesthood. Among Protestants, “dea¬ 
cons,” where the term is used at all, are lay officers of the Church, and, in 
the case of Presbyterian churches which have deacons, they are specifically 
charged with “secular” duties (such as the upkeep of church buildings) 
while “spiritual” functions are reserved to elders. No doubt it is desirable 
to continue a measure of flexibility, but out of the present confusion there 
might be reborn a more definite role for the deacon. This could be an 
office held in perpetuity by persons who earn their living in “secular” oc¬ 
cupations (as it can already be in some churches); but it would be an 
office with definitely “spiritual,” that is to say, pastoral and liturgical func¬ 
tions, supportive to bur, of course, not usurping the functions of the priest; 
and it would be an office having an unequivocal status and dignity within 
the apostolic ministry, so that suitable candidates would be ordained to it 
by the bishop, as the original “seven” were ordained by the apostles. Such 
a revival of the diaconatc would be quite compatible with the continua¬ 
tion of the office as a kind of apprenticeship for candidates for the priest¬ 
hood. The practical advantage of a greatly expanded diaconatc having a 
new dignity and status is that it would serve to reduce the gap between 
clergy and laity, for, as already indicated, we arc thinking of these dea¬ 
cons as persons whose daily work will be in “secular” employment. 

3f) Acts 6:1 -6. 
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I have deliberately used the word “persons” in the last paragraph so as 
not to exclude the possibility that women might be ordained as deacons. 
We have seen already that sex is one of the “worldly” disqualifications 
specifically abolished, along with race and social status, in the Christian 
community. 20 I can find no valid theological objections to the ordination 
of women, and even the tradition of the Church in this matter is probably 
just a continuation of Old Testament attitudes, in so far as the Christian 
ministry may have been originally modeled on offices in Judaism. At the 
same time, however, one must wait for a development of a consensus on 
this matter within the Church as a whole, in all its major branches. It 
would be a divisive step for one diocese, one regional church, or even one 
communion, to act unilaterally in this matter. It is to be hoped that such 
a consensus may some time be reached. If it is, then the next step would 
surely be to open the possibility of admitting suitable women to the higher 
offices of the ministry. For while it is true that the fact of there having 
been “deaconesses” in both the earlier and more recent periods of Church 
history makes it easier to visualize the admission of women to the diaco- 
nate, this order is continuous with those above it, and in principle there 
would be no barrier to advancement on the ground of sex alone. 

It must be acknowledged, however, that this argument rests on the sup¬ 
position of a continuity between the diaconate and the “superior” orders 
of the presbyterate and the episcopate, and while in fact the diaconate has 
long been regarded as a stepping stone to the presbyterate, our own argu¬ 
ment has been in favor of recognizing the intrinsic worth of the diaconate 
as a permanent order in its own right. This accords with the early under¬ 
standing of the deacon as assistant to the bishop, and with the fact that 
there is a discontinuity between the diaconate and the higher orders, be¬ 
cause the diaconate has never been regarded as sharing in that special 
priestly office ( sacerdotium) which belongs to bishops and presbyters. 
For many people, therefore, the question of women in the ministry does 
not turn on their admission to the diaconate, but on the question of 
whether sex is a relevant issue in the exercise of sacerdotium. I would say 
myself that it is not, but again I would urge the need for a very large mea¬ 
sure of consensus as a condition for so fundamental a change in practice. 

We pass on to the office of priest, or presbyter. Here again there is 
a tangled and uncertain background of development. How the Christian 
presbyter was related to the officer of the same name in Judaism; whether 
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“presbyter” and “bishop” were, to begin with, names for the same office 
in the Church, and whether in course of time the presbyter had his office 
delegated to him bv the bishop, as the latter began to be considered as 
something like the “apostle" of an older terminology; how the term “pres¬ 
byter” or “priest” came to be identified with the traditional sacerdotal 
office and the offering of sacrifice, and especially with the priestly office 
of Christ 2] —these are historical questions on which, as we have said at an 
earlier stage, no final certainty can be reached, but which, in any case, 
cannot be decisive for the theological understanding of the ministry that 
grew up in the living body of Christ, the Church itself. Actually, a much 
clearer picture of the ministerial functions of the presbyterate emerged, 
and has remained, than has been the case with the diaconate. This, of 
course, may be due to the fact that the presbyterate became, as it were, 
the backbone of the Christian ministry, the most numerous and wide¬ 
spread of the three offices, performing the day-to-day functions of the 
ministry in every Christian church and parish. 

It is true of course that there has been great variation of emphasis in 
the wavs of conceiving the presbyter’s duties. In the Middle Ages, there 
was too much stress on the sacerdotal aspect, and especially the offering of 
the eucharistic sacrifice. In Protestantism, the pendulum swung too much 
the other wav, and the stress was all on preaching and instruction. But 
fundamentally, there has been agreement in regarding the priest or pres¬ 
byter as the one who has the twofold duty of proclaiming the word and 
administering the sacraments. The office of a priest must be conceived 
widely enough to allow for a proper balance of the two sides of his duty; 
and in turn we must have a sufficiently wide and balanced view of what 
we mean by “word” and “sacraments.” 

Since there will be a full discussion of the word and sacraments later in 
this book, 22 we shall simply say here that the function of both of them 
is to make God and his saving work in Christ present. The priest, to whom 
is committed the proclaiming of the word and the ministration of the sac¬ 
raments, is thus the one who makes-present the saving work of God in 
these particular wavs, and in this sense represents God. (I need hardly re¬ 
mind the reader that God and his saving work may be “made-present” in 
other ways than through word and sacraments, so I am not granting to 
the priest here a monopoly of spiritual power.) The proclaiming of the 


-’i Heb. 5:10. 

22 See below, pp. 447-486. 
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word and the ministration of the sacraments may be understood as the two 
poles of the priest’s making-present. God-in-Christ is present in the pro¬ 
claiming of the word, God, as St. Paul says, “entrusting to us the ministry 
of reconciliation” and “making his appeal through us.” 23 God-in-Christ is 
also present in the celebration of the sacraments, especially the eucharist 
in which we speak particularly of the “real presence”; and although this 
expression is not from the New Testament, Kasemann has rightly pointed 
out that “it expresses exactly what St. Paul wants to sav.” 24 

I have spoken of the word and sacraments as the two “poles” of the 
priest’s making-present because there is a certain tension between them, 
and stress upon one or the other leads to a distinctive (and, I believe, un¬ 
balanced) view of the presbyter’s office. 

Protestants, bv and large, have stressed the proclaiming of the word. The 
minister is, above all, preacher and teacher, and the very word “priest” is 
disliked. Now, this is valuable in so far as it demands high qualities in the 
minister. Not everyone who asks to be admitted to this office is to be 
lightly received. There must be rigorous training, education in the biblical 
and theological disciplines, and an acquaintance too with the culture of 
one’s time, so that the minister can be a true and effective interpreter of 
the word. All this is very good, and is an understandable reaction against 
the medieval image of the priest whose preoccupation with the sacraments 
made him seem like a kind of magician, especially if he was lacking in 
general education and personal integrity. This conception of the ministry 
is valuable also in so far as it helps to build up an educated laity with a 
good understanding of the faith. Just as the Protestant minister in his sem¬ 
inary receives the kind of education that fits him for the proclaiming and 
interpreting of the word, so he himself in his parish trains and educates his 
people. Clearly, if we are looking for a more effective ministry of the 
laity, then the Church has got to give the laity better training and instruc¬ 
tion; and this is to be found in churches where the ministry of the word is 
prized, and where preaching and teaching are of a high standard. 

But the weakness of this conception of the presbyter’s office is that it 
puts too much weight on personal qualities. Certainly, we must expect 
high personal qualities in the Christian minister, and the New Testament 
is quite clear about this. But we have already seen that the office itself is 
the most important thing, and that the minister, however excellent, cannot 

2:i II Cor. j: 19-20. 

“The Pauline Doctrine of the Lord’s Supper” in Essays on New Testament Themes, 
p. 128. 
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in himself bear the weight of his office. The effectiveness of the Church’s 
ministry should not depend, as so often it does in Protestant churches, on 
the minister’s power as a preacher or on any other personal qualities bc- 
lonoinff to him. 

O 

This brings us to the second pole, the sacraments, and like other institu¬ 
tional forms, these sacraments provide a protection and a mode of opera¬ 
tion that is not dependent on the personality of the priest. They remind 
us too that his ministry is nothing of his own, but is conferred by God 
through his Church. On this side, there is no doubt the danger that the 
ministry may become mechanical, and that superstitious attitudes may 
grow up; or again, it may be thought that the personal qualities of the 
minister are of no importance at all. But it is remarkable how the Christian 
sacraments rise above these dangers. If the Protestant ministry of preach¬ 
ing is, on the whole, more successful in building up an educated people 
of God, the priestly ministration of the sacraments has been more success¬ 
ful in the whole area of pastoral care and guidance, for, as we shall sec, the 
Christian sacraments provide for the care and strengthening of life all the 
way from the cradle to the grave. Within this sacramental framework, the 
priest makes-present the divine grace at every stage and in every need. 

Outside of the pulpit, the Protestant minister is nowadays often puzzled 
about his role. What can he do that is not better done by the trained psy¬ 
chiatric worker or the social welfare worker? At least some of this puzzle¬ 
ment is due to the neglect in Protestantism of the sacramental system. 
Some of the traditional sacraments have been dropped altogether, and 
even the eucharist, though it is honored, is hardly ever the center of wor¬ 
ship. The priest who operates through the sacramental system finds that 
although it may need some updating and modification to meet the modern 
situation, it nevertheless is still extraordinarily effective in meeting human 
need and in building up the body of Christ. 

The fullest conception of the priestly office, then, while it certainly 
demands the highest qualities, both moral and intellectual, in those who 
offer themselves for it, remembers that ultimately this office is a gift and 
depends on God’s working through it. The office is more than the man, 
God’s grace is more than any individual charisma. It is to protect this basic 
and absolutely necessary truth that the sacramental system has been built 
up as the vehicle for the priest’s functioning, and his office itself can be 
regarded as a sacrament. 

Throughout most of the Church’s history, the priest has operated in the 
local congregation, serving a particular parish or neighborhood. It is often 
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said nowadays that in our modern society, the parochial organization of 
the ministry has become obsolete. Modern society is characterized by ur¬ 
banization and mobility, whereas the parish ministry visualized a predomi¬ 
nantly rural society in which people rarely left their neighborhoods. Cer¬ 
tainly, the old pattern of one priest to one church is on the way out, for 
the concentration of population in the cities and also the ease of trans¬ 
portation in the countryside have made possible team ministries, and these 
are probably more effective, as they allow for greater specialization and 
are less wasteful of manpower. But even beyond the repatterning of the 
parochial ministry, there is a place and a need for new experimental kinds 
of ministries not tied to the parish church at all, such as ministries in in¬ 
dustry, or to special social and occupational groups that are held together 
by other than residential factors. 

At the same time, we must be careful about the danger of too lightly 
depreciating the parish ministry. While there are all kinds of new non- 
residential social groupings that offer the possibility of new kinds of min¬ 
istry, this does not mean the end of the parish ministry, though it means 
that it cannot have a monopoly any more. It is interesting to note that 
Harvey Cox, in his study of the Church in urban society, while he calls 
for flexibility in experimenting with new forms of church life, visualizes 
these alongside the parish church rather than as supplanting it. 25 It seems 
to me that while there must indeed be differentiated and specialized min¬ 
istries, a special importance belongs to the ministry that reaches people 
where they live; for this touches them at the level of the family, and al¬ 
though the family too is changing, it remains a basic social unit, and we 
shall see later that it has a very special place in the Christian dispensation. 26 

We have also to remember that, apart from the relatively small number 
of Christians who have explicitly adopted a “congregationalist” polity, the 
unit of the Christian community is not the local church, but a wider 
grouping, the diocese, conference, or whatever it may be called. In the 
secular world nowadays, planning and strategy are increasingly being car¬ 
ried out on the regional level. The same kind of thing will have to be 
done in the Church, and within the regional grouping, taken as a whole, 
there should be scope for flexible differentiated ministries which are never¬ 
theless coordinated within the grouping. Our individualism tends to make 
us all “congregationalists” in practice, but it is time for us to get away 

23 The Secular City, pp. 157-158. 

26 See below, pp. 512-516. 
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from our overprizing of the local congregation to a renewed appreciation 
for the wider body of Christ, first in our own region and then beyond it. 

Whatever new structures may emerge, it is likely that the brunt of the 
ministry will still be borne by the presbyterate. But one last point should 
be made. The office of a priest should always be a pastoral office, however 
it may become specialized. One of the alarming features of the contem¬ 
porary Church is the increasing number of ministers who are being as¬ 
signed to posts (in administration and the like) that have no obvious 
pastoral responsibilities. Such posts might be appropriate to lay members 
of the Church, or to an expanded order of deacons, as visualized above. 
But the presbyterate should never be without some pastoral responsibility, 
even if it is of a specialized kind. 

Our mention of the diocese or regional grouping leads on to the office 
of a bishop. The bishop has the fullness of the ministry. He has in himself 
all the other ministries, but in a unique way, he represents the Church as 
a whole. Thus he has the special ministry of conferring ministries in or¬ 
dination, and this is what is most typical and distinctive of him, as the 
bearer of the apostolic ministry. Enough was said about this function of 
the episcopate when we discussed the notes of the Church to make it un¬ 
necessary to add anything here. The bishop is also specially associated 
with the rite of confirmation. This makes it clear that the candidate is 
being admitted not just to some local group but to the whole Church, and 
makes it clear also that the bishop is not some remote prince or governor, 
but himself a chief pastor of the flock. His ministry is fundamentally the 
same as that which belongs to every Christian—the ministry of reconcilia¬ 
tion—but it is the fullness of the ministry, charged with a special responsi¬ 
bility for the safeguarding and advancing of the apostolic faith and order. 

No more than other kinds of ministers is the bishop a law unto himself, 
for he is bound to regard his fellow bishops. His office is characterized 
far more by responsibility than by power, for his is “the care of all the 
churches.” 27 But as the faithful discharger of this responsibility, he de¬ 
serves from the Church the same honor that it accorded first to the apos¬ 
tles and then to their successors. 

No doubt there is a sense in which the original apostles were unique. 
They were the founders of the new Christian community and stood in a 
special relation to Christ. But there is equally no doubt that the New 
Testament envisages the transmission of the essential apostolic office to suc- 

27 II Cor. 11:28. 
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cessors in the ministry. The fathers of Vatican II were admittedly sche¬ 
matizing what was in fact a tangled and only partially known history, yet 
we can recognize the general truth of their claim that Christ sent the 
apostles, just as he himself had been sent by the Father; through these 
same apostles he made their successors, the bishops, sharers in his conse¬ 
cration and mission.” 28 By “apostolic succession” is meant the succession 
of new generation of Christians to the apostolic faith and the apostolic 
mission, and wherever that faith and that mission are to be found, there 
is a measure of apostolic succession. The normal sign of continuity with 
the apostles is the orderly transmission of the episcopal office. The bishops 
or chief pastors of the Church are the visible, personal embodiment of its 
continuity with the Church of the apostles. 


77. MINISTERIAL COLLEGIALITY 

We have already met the term “collegiality” in our discussion of the 
papacy, 20 but it is an idea with broader implications and the word has 
come to be used in a general way for the shared responsibility and mutual 
concern that ought to exist in the Church among all its ministers and, in¬ 
deed, among all the faithful, for all have some share in ministry. The prin¬ 
ciple of collegiality safeguards both the unity of all Christian ministry and 
its diversity. It safeguards the unity, because it implies that ministerial acts 
take place in the context of the Church. Thus, for instance, it makes very 
questionable the act of some individual episcopus vagans who performs 
an ordination out of the setting of the Church—and one would have to 
add that the very notion of an individual having some inherent sacra¬ 
mental power implies a magical idea of ministry quite foreign to the doc¬ 
trine expounded above. Collegiality likewise safeguards the diversity of 
ministry. If it rules out individualism, it also rules out the false egalitarian- 
ism which would permit any Christian to perform any ministerial act 
whatever. Collegiality is simply the recognition that the Church is truly 
a people or a body, that is to say, a differentiated unity. 

Collegiality affects every area of the Church’s life. Three such areas call 
for brief mention. 

The first is the government of the Church. Though the Church is not 
a democracy, it is not an autocracy either. At every level, there should be 
consultation in its decision-making—the pope with the bishops, the bish- 


- 8 The Documents of Vatican II, p. 534. 
20 See above, p. 416. 
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ops with the presbyters, the presbyters with the people in the parishes. 
This first application of the collegial principle we may call conciliarity. 

Similar remarks apply in the area of liturgy. At the end of the first cen¬ 
tury, St. Clement of Rome was writing, “Let each of you, brethren, in his 
own order give thanks to God with a good conscience, not transgressing 
the appointed rule of his service, in reverence.” 30 It would seem that in 
the early Church, worship was a truly corporate act, using the ministries 
of all though not confusing the distinctive ministries of bishop, deacon, 
layman, or whoever it might be. But for many centuries this corporate 
celebration of the liturgy was to a large extent lost, and instead of being 
president of a worshipping people, the bishop or presbyter became rather 
a solo performer before an audience. One of the greatest achievements of 
the modern liturgical movement has been its progress toward restoring a 
truly corporate worship. This may be called concelebration, in the broad¬ 
est sense of that term. 

The third area is theology itself, and this is where much remains to be 
done. While the bishops have a special responsibility for doctrine, the 
modern bishop is often too busy with the affairs of his diocese to have 
time for theological reflection in depth. Theologians, on their part, can 
easily become absorbed in academic questions only marginally related to 
the current problems of the Church. Parish clergy and lay people will 
probably be better acquainted than bishops or theologians with the ac¬ 
tualities of contemporary society, but they may be lacking in theologi¬ 
cal knowledge. There seems to be a clear case for a ministry of theologi¬ 
cal teamwork, a thinking out together by bishops, theologians, clergy, and 
people of the meaning of Christian faith in the current situation. Such a 
cooperative venture I have elsewhere called co-theologizing. n 

If in the preceding section stress was laid on the different orders of 
ministry and their distinctive contributions, th ; s discussion of collegiality 
has made it clear that the diverse ministries best yield their fruits when 
they work together in mission and worship. 


7 8. THE MISSION OF THE CHURCH 

Mission is inherent in the very notion of the Church. We have seen that 
the Church is a stage in the process that leads from creation through rec¬ 
onciliation to consummation. The end of this movement is the kingdom of 

30 Cor. xli. 

;n The Faith of the People of God, p. 18. 
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God, an all-embracing commonwealth of love and freedom, in which all 
humanity—and indeed all creation—will be renovated and transformed. 
Since the Church is moving toward this kingdom as its limit and goal, the 
Church is an expanding community. We have already stressed that it is 
an open community, reaching out beyond itself across borders that are 
not sharply defined. 

The gospels represent Jesus himself as having entrusted the Church’s 
mission to the apostles. According to the short ending of St. Mark, “Jesus 
himself sent out by means of them, from east to west, the sacred and im¬ 
perishable proclamation of eternal salvation.” St. Matthew and St. Luke 
likewise report that the risen Christ sent out his disciples to carry the 
gospel to all nations. 32 The New Testament shows us the beginning of this 
missionary work, especially the labors of St. Paul. Tradition tells of the 
missionary journeys of the other apostles, and however legendary some of 
this material may be, the spread of Christianity in the first few genera¬ 
tions attests indubitably to intense missionary activity on the part of the 
earliest Christians. In the subsequent centuries, the Church has been some¬ 
times more, sometimes less, engaged in mission, but probably there has 
always been some missionary activity going on. We must remember too 
that behind each of the long-established churches that we find today in 
what we call “Christian countries,” there is a story of missionary origins. 

But how does this acknowledgment that mission is inherent in the being 
of the Church fit in with what has been said at an earlier stage concerning 
the relation of Christianity to other faiths? 33 There, it will be remem¬ 
bered, we pleaded for a much more generous and open attitude on the 
part of Christians toward other faiths, and for the recognition that God 
has not confined his revelation to a single channel. Docs this not take away 
the motivation that lies behind mission? And furthermore, when we came 
to deal with eschatology and declared ourselves persuaded of the truth of 
universalism, 34 did this not further weaken any motivation to mission, such 
as stirred those who undertook their missionary labors in the conviction 
that apart from an explicit faith in Christ, a man must be condemned to 
everlasting punishment? 

I think we must frankly say that some of the motives that impelled men 
to mission arc no longer operative if we reject the notion of an exclusive 
divine revelation in the Christian faith (or even of an immeasurably su- 

32 Matt. 28:19-20; Luke 24:47. 

33 Sec above, pp. 170-173. 

34 See above, p. 361. 
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pcrior one) and if we reject too the notion that all who do not explicitly 
accept the Christian faith (let us say, by baptism) arc destined to eternal 
punishment. On the other hand, I think there arc still important motives 
remaining. The Church still has a missionary task, but this will in some 
respects be differently conceived, as compared with earlier periods. In 
fact, everyone knows that the whole conception of mission has been 
changing rapidly in the past few decades, and in particular there has been 
a revulsion against the association of Christianity with exclusively West¬ 
ern formulations, and a new respect on the part of missionaries for in¬ 
digenous cultures. So far, this is a development in the right direction, but 
it must be carried further. 

But what is meant by saying that respect for indigenous cultures and so 
for non-Christian religions must be carried further? Does it mean that 
there should be no endeavor to persuade the non-Christian to embrace the 
Christian faith? Would this not be a total reversal of past attitudes? And 
would it not be carrying openness to such lengths that we would in fact 
have abandoned the commitment which was claimed to be equally im¬ 
portant, and would also have resiled from our earlier position that for the 
Christian Jesus Christ is definitive? 

I do not think there is a contradiction here, but the problem is delicate 
and complex. The Christian does indeed acknowledge Christ to be the 
definitive revelation of God, the fully incarnate Logos, and this is a belief 
to be shared with others and communicated to them. But if the Christian 
also believes that these others have received a revelation of the same 
Logos in their own faiths, then he is acknowledging that in some sense 
the form of Christ is hidden in these faiths. He is not bringing Christ to 
the non-Christian for the first time (as if he were not already there!) but 
he might very well think of himself as awakening the non-Christian to a 
more explicit awareness of the Christ who is already hidden in his faith. 

At an earlier stage in this book, there was set forth a typology of reli¬ 
gions, but it was pointed out that the typology is not only a typology of 
faiths, but tends to repeat itself within each faith. To put it differently, 
w'e could say that each faith, as a distinctive mode of participation in the 
truth of the Logos, has the potentiality for growing into the whole truth 
of the Logos. This suggests that the Christian communication of Christ 
to the non-Christian would take the form of helping him to recognize 
Christ in his own tradition and encouraging that tradition to grow into 
Christ. But clearly such communication w r ould be reciprocal or dialogical. 
For even if Jesus Christ is the fullness of the divine truth, at any given 
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time Christians are not fully possessed of that truth. Hence the reverence 
for life in Buddhism, the transcending of racial differences in Islam, the 
adherence to non-violence in Hinduism, may all be ways in which the 
pressure of the non-Christian religions causes the Christian to recognize 
hitherto neglected elements in his own tradition. Thus when Christianity 
affects a non-Christian religion—or even a secular ideology—there may 
well be a helpful reaction upon Christianity. As Heinz R. Schlette has put 
it, “The religious mind and culture in question brings its characteristic 
spirituality into Christianity and not merely as an external and extrinsic 
addition, but as an enrichment and extension of a catholicity which is 
never absolute and perfect.” 35 The same writer does not visualize the re¬ 
placement of the non-Christian religions by Christianity, but sees them 
continuing side by side for an indefinite time and in mutually helpful dia¬ 
logue. Apparently sharing the universalism which we have ourselves em¬ 
braced, he reverses the traditional terminology and savs that for the ma¬ 
jority of mankind the religions are “the ordinary wav of salvation” while 
Christianity is the “extraordinary way.” 

This last expression, the “extraordinary wav,” conceals in itself a diffi¬ 
cult question about the Christian Church. We have said that the Church is 
a stage on the way from the world to the kingdom of heaven. Is it neces¬ 
sary for all men to be gathered into the Church before the kingdom can 
come? Or is the Church a representative community—both representing 
the kingdom in the midst of the world, and representing the world toward 
God in its serving, witnessing, and praying among and for all men? On 
this second view, the Church is not the lump itself but the leaven in the 
lump, working toward that moment of transfiguration when “the king¬ 
doms of this world have become the kingdom of our Lord and of his 
Christ.” 36 It would seem to be this second view toward which the reflec¬ 
tions of this book have directed us. 

The abiding motive of mission is love, and we have seen that Christian 
love is the self-giving that lcts-be. This always has been the fundamental 
motive for Christian mission, the history of which abounds in examples 
of sacrifice and martyrdom. But perhaps this fundamental motive has too 
often been combined with other motives which need to be looked at very 
carefully. There has been too much thought of gaming converts, of win¬ 
ning the world, of expanding the Church. The Church, like the individual 


" 5 Towards a Theology of Religions, p. 101. 
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Christian and like Christ himself, is called to give itself. The end set before 
it is the kingdom, in which it will lose itself. The aim of the Church is not 
to njoin the world, but rather to identify itself with the world, even to lose 
itself in the world, in such a way as to bring nearer the kingdom in 
which the distinction of Church and world will be lost. What is important 
is the manifesting and propagating of Christ’s self-giving love, and the 
awakening of this in ever wider areas of human society. But this may well 
happen without these areas becoming incorporated into the Christian 
Church or explicitly confessing the Christian faith. Here we have to re¬ 
member that the Christian Church is continuous with a wider community 
of faith, 37 and that wherever the love that springs from reverence for Be¬ 
ing is active, there God has drawn near and revealed himself, and there 
christhood (by whatever name it may be called) is laying hold of human 
life and filling it with the grace of Being. 

There can never be an end to the Christian mission that goes forth in 
loving service, so long as the kingdom is still unrealized. But perhaps in 
the modern world the time has come for an end to the kind of mission 
that proselytizes, especially from sister faiths which, though under differ¬ 
ent symbols, are responding to the same God and realizing the same qual¬ 
ity of life. 

1 do not mean by this that Christian missions are to restrict themselves 
to the humanitarian fields of health, education and the like, in which they 
have been engaged for a long time. They have both a right and a duty to 
confess that these things are done in the name of Christ. It may well be the 
case too that sometimes they will operate in regions where the indigenous 
religions have yielded to the demonic perversions that can appear in any 
religion, and in such cases it may be right now, as it was in the past, to aim 
at conversion. But even in such cases, there must be proper respect for the 
other person and for his traditions. I may quote some words of Martin 
Buber: “The desire to influence the other does not mean the effort to 
change the other, to inject one’s own ‘rightness’ into him; but it means the 
effort to let that which is recognized as right, as just, as true . . . through 
one’s influence take seed and grow in the form suited to individuation.” 38 
But even if such procedures are legitimate in dealing with adherents of 
animistic cults, I do not think that the Christian missionary should aim at 
converting adherents of the so-called “higher” religions in which, as I be- 

37 See above, pp. 387, 402. 

38 The Knowledge of Mon, p. 69. 
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lieve, God’s saving grace is already recognizably at work. Let us take 
practical question, which will serve as a kind of test case. Do we really 
think it a good thing, or a Christian duty, to aim at the conversion of the 
Jews? Would Martin Buber, for instance, have been any better or any 
nearer to God if he had become a Christian? Would his conversion have 
been of any benefit to Christians or Jews or mankind? I, for one, have no 
hesitation in answering these questions in the negative. I think it better 
that this man should have realized God’s grace and brought us God’s mes¬ 
sage (as I believe he did) within the context of his own culture and re¬ 
ligion. There he was authentic. But if we concede the case with the Jews, 
then, in principle, we have conceded it with all the non-Christian faiths. 
There is indeed a special affinity between Christianity and Judaism, but I 
have little patience with the view, sometimes heard, that Christians and 
Jews together share a specially privileged position as over against other 
faiths. There is little point in breaking down one barrier in order to erect 
a new one. We must learn a breadth and generosity that goes far beyond 
the Judeo-Christian tradition. For example, what I have just written about 
Buber could equally well be applied to Mahatma Gandhi. 

A colossal missionary task still lies ahead if the kingdom is to be brought 
nearer. But, as we all know, this task nowadays is as challenging among 
the “secularized” Christian nations of the west, engulfed in a grasping 
materialism, as it is among peoples that have never been Christian. As I 
suggested earlier in this book, the time has come for Christianity and the 
other great world religions to think in terms of sharing a mission to the 
loveless and unloved masses of humanity, rather than in sending missions 
to convert each other. This would be a global ecumenism, with a sharing 
of wisdom and resources that might lead to great steps forward. I have 
made it clear that ecumenism, both on the Christian and the extra-Christian 
levels, should not mean a leveling down to uniformity or some sickly syn¬ 
cretism, but a loyal pursuit of the vision of the kingdom as given to each 
of us, with the recognition that others are advancing to the same goal by 
different routes. 
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The Word 
and Sacraments 


79. RE-PRESENTING CHRIST 

The Church is the community of Christian faith. As such, it represents 
Christ in the world. This representing can be understood in a double sense, 
though both sides of the representing are closely connected. On the one 
hand, the Church represents Christ vicariously. We have already seen 
that, in the Pauline metaphor, the Church is “ambassador” for Christ in 
the world. It continues to proclaim his message in his name, and to do his 
work in his name. It represents Christ in its ministry, first in its general 
ministry of reconciliation belonging to all its members, and then in its 
specific ministries to which some of its members have been duly ordained. 
On the other hand, the Church re-presents Christ in the sense of making 
him present in the world. It does so in virtue of the fact that it is his body, 
or an “extension of the incarnation.” We have seen that this latter expres¬ 
sion needs to be used with care, but it rightly points to the continuing 
living presence of Christ in the earthly and embodied fellowship of the 
Spirit, which is the Church. 

In recognizing the Church as the community of faith which re-presents 
Christ in the world, our attention is directed once more to a phenomenon 
which we have already encountered on several occasions. We met it right 
at the beginning of our study 1 when we noted that among the formative 
factors in theology, one has to reckon both with present experience in the 
community of faith and with the primordial revelation on which the com¬ 
munity had been founded. We saw that these are intimately related, for 


1 See above, p. 8. 
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on the one hand, wc could hardly believe at all in a primordial revelation 
unless we had ourselves some present first-hand experience of the holy, 
while on the other hand, the present experience of the community is con¬ 
trolled and given its form by the primordial revelation. The expression, 
“primordial” here means not only original, but orginative, for the revela¬ 
tions on which the great communities of faith have been founded have 
proved themselves to have a capacity for precisely this kind of renewal 
and fruitfulness in the subsequent experience of the community. Wc met 
the same phenomenon very strikingly again when we considered the work 
of Christ, 2 and had to ask how an event which, from one point of view, 
occurred long ago in world history, could be considered also as a saving 
event in the present. It is this same phenomenon of the interrelatedness of 
past and present in the revelatory event to which we have to return in our 
consideration of how the Church represents Christ. 

We have recognized that the Church itself is a double-sided phenome¬ 
non. As the community of faith, it is founded upon the divine action in 
the world, that is to say, on grace and revelation; but it has these treasures 
in earthen vessels, for this community of faith appears in the world as a 
social phenomenon, more precisely, as an association having of necessity 
specific structures to maintain its identity and to protect its life. We have 
seen in outline the four basic structures of scripture, sacraments, creed, 
and ministry, corresponding to and protecting the four basic notes of 
unity, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity. We have considered in more 
detail one of these structures, the ministry, which gives a distinctive con¬ 
tinuity and identity to the Christian community. In so far as the creeds are 
summary statements of Christian faith, we need say no more about them, 
since this whole book is an exposition of this faith. But the time has come 
for a further consideration of the word and sacraments, since these are 
the particular vehicles or structures which the Church employs in its 
re-presenting of Christ, or in bringing the primordial revelation into the 
present experience of the community. 

At the risk of being wearisome after all that has already been said on 
this theme, we must nevertheless assert once more that there is no question 
of a manipulation of the divine presence here. Such manipulation belongs 
to magic, not to religion. But religion does require definite forms under 
which the divine presence is to be known, and these are forms that have 
grown out of the religion’s own history and symbolism. To say that reli- 


2 See above, pp. 324-327. 
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gion needs them is to say that man needs them, because of his finite em¬ 
bodied condition. The employment of such definite forms in the Church 
docs not in the slightest degree detract from the divine initiative. While 
indeed we talk of the Church as re-presenting Christ in the word and 
sacraments, this cannot be understood in any other sense than that Christ 
makes himself present in his Church through its word and sacraments. The 
Church, the community of Christian faith, was itself brought into being 
in the first place by God’s transcendent act, that is to say, by the self- 
manifestation of expressive Being in the particular being of Jesus Christ. 
This incarnation, we insisted, is to be understood in terms of the grace of 
Being, not as the “natural” evolution of the beings. What is true of the 
very coming into being of the Church, as founded on and originating in 
this incarnation, is true of the subsequent acts by which the Church re¬ 
news its being by realizing once more the divine presence. These acts have 
a definite, earthly form (human words, or the human actions of the sacra¬ 
ments), but they arc nevertheless vehicles for the divine action, coming to 
man just as freely as it came in the event that founded the Church. The 
word and sacraments have the same kind of ambiguity that runs through 
so many of the phenomena of faith considered in these pages—the Church 
itself, the death of Christ, his person, miracles, providence; from one point 
of view, they arc phenomena within the world, but seen in depth, they 
become the places where Being makes itself present-and-manifest in and 
through particular beings, and in granting this advent and epiphany, grants 
also grace and wholeness. 

Of the word and sacraments we may use the same expression which we 
have used above in other contexts for the same kind of phenomenon—the 
expression “focusing.” In the word and sacraments, the divine presence is 
focused so as to communicate itself to us with a directness and intensity 
like that of the incarnation itself, which indeed is re-presented in the pro¬ 
claiming of the word and in the celebration of the sacraments. 

We have spoken so far of the word and sacraments together, and they 
do share this basic function of making-present. It is utterly absurd to sup¬ 
pose that there is any rivalry between the ways of making-present, and it 
is sad indeed that in the history of Christianity there has sometimes been 
an exaggerated respect for the word at the expense of the sacraments, or 
the other way round. Both of them have an indispensable part to play in 
mediating the divine presence. There is an interesting illustration of this 
in the traditional ceremonial of the eucharist. At the reading of the gospel, 
the book is elevated, for at that moment it has become the focus of the 
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divine presence and action; whereas after the consecration, the host is ele¬ 
vated as the focus of Christ’s presence. 

But while it has been necessary to stress the basic affinity of word and 
sacraments because of the unfortunate tendency to set them in opposi¬ 
tion, this must not obscure the fact that there is a difference between these 
modes of making-present. Generally speaking, the word, whether written 
or read or preached, has, because of its verbal form, a conceptual char¬ 
acter, or at any rate, a more definitely conceptual character that belongs 
to the sacraments. The word is to be heard; and to be heard is to be under¬ 
stood. We are not to think of such understanding in a narrowly intellec- 
tualist sense, for it will be an existential understanding that touches on the 
whole of existence; and while verbal communication operates on a con¬ 
ceptual level, this does not rule out the symbols, images, and connotations 
which, as we have seen, are characteristic of the language of faith. But 
even when we make all these allowances, we must nevertheless recognize 
that the word, however presented, communicates the divine action in a 
way that is primarily directed to the minds of those who are addressed. 
The sacraments (and again we are speaking in a general way) communi¬ 
cate on a much broader front. They too make use of words, but they also 
employ ritual acts which impinge upon the sight and other senses. When 
we consider the priority that sight enjoys among the senses, and especially 
the importance of sight in recognizing presence, we can readily under¬ 
stand that the sense of the divine presence may be more intensely con¬ 
veyed in sacramental action than in the verbal communication of the 
word. Moreover, we have learned that just as important as the explicit 
verbal communications which we consciously hear with our ears and com¬ 
prehend with our minds are the unconscious impressions which we absorb 
through all the senses; and there can be no doubt that the impressions of 
the divine presence in the sacraments do enter into the being of the Chris¬ 
tian at levels other than those of explicit verbal communication. 

In assigning to the sacraments a wider range of communicative power 
than belongs to the word, we may seem to be giving to them a measure 
of precedence over the word. It probably is true that the sacraments can 
realize the divine presence in an effectual manner for many persons who 
might find it difficult to understand either the word of scripture or the 
preaching of this word. But, rightly understood, the very difference be¬ 
tween word and sacraments makes each of them necessary to the other. 
The word needs the concreteness and breadth of the sacraments; while 
the sacraments need the conceptual and intelligible structure afforded by 
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the word. Where one too much overshadows the other, the results have 
always been unfortunate. 

Calvin set out with the intention of holding word and sacraments in a 
proper balance, but in fact he subordinated the sacraments to the word by 
making them verbum visibile . 3 So in spite of his intention, in the Calvinist 
tradition (as in Protestantism generally) preaching has quite overshadowed 
the sacraments, and the type of Christian faith that has developed has been 
intellectual, ethical, dependent on the hearer’s faith and comprehension, 
and thus inevitably a somewhat middle-class business. The opposite danger 
was exhibited in medieval Catholicism, where the word was submerged in 
the sacraments, and preaching, as the proclaiming and interpreting of the 
word, was largely neglected. For then the sacraments came to be regarded 
superstitiouslv as magic rites, and there was an absence of that understand¬ 
ing which the proclaiming and hearing of the word provides. If neglect 
of the sacraments lays too much stress on the subjective faith of the be¬ 
liever, neglect of the word makes the sacraments into automatically effec- 
rive rites which are scarcely to be distinguished from magic. Since the 
whole existential-ontological approach of this book has aimed at tran¬ 
scending the disjunction of subjective and objective, it is clear that we 
can go along neither with a receptionism which would make the effec¬ 
tiveness of the sacraments depend on the subjective frame of mind of the 
recipient nor with an ex opere operato theory which would make this 
effectiveness quite objectively independent of the persons receiving the 
sacraments. However, the best way to guard against these opposite dis¬ 
tortions is to hold together as indispensable to each other the word and 
sacraments. 

We should make it clear therefore that the following discussion of the 
word and sacraments will hold on the one hand to the belief that in these 
vehicles or modes of the Church’s action there is a genuine ontological 
presence of God, which is not to be explained away in psychological 
terms or made dependent upon the believer’s subjective states of mind. 
Yet on the other hand it will be held that the word and sacraments are 
effectual only in so far as the person to whom they are directed relates to 
them in an existential manner, though this is obviously going to vary con¬ 
siderably from one sacrament to another. 

By the “word,” we mean the Bible and its proclamation in the preach¬ 
ing of the Church. We have already seen that in a remarkable way this 
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symbolizes the unity of the Church, both because it bears witness to the 
living Word, Jesus Christ, the head of the Church, and because it is ac¬ 
cepted by practically all who call themselves Christians. The proclaiming 
and interpreting of the biblical message is a major task and duty laid upon 
the ordained ministry, and yet just because this task makes heavy demands 
on personal qualities and abilities, we see once more the necessity for 
maintaining the place of the sacraments alongside the word, for they pro¬ 
vide an “objective” structure which does not depend on the abilities of 
the minister nor, for that matter, on the insight or powers of understand¬ 
ing of the hearer, at least, to the same extent as is the case in preaching. 

But what we mean by the “sacraments” is more debatable. Typically, 
they have an “objective” form, visible and dramatic, conjoined with a 
form of words. We have said that, like the word, they focus the divine 
presence in the community of faith. But it might be thought that this is 
too broad a description of the sacraments. Would this not imply that 
many of the symbols of which we spoke at an earlier stage could be called 
“sacraments”? or that Christ, the incarnate Word, is a sacrament? or that 
the Church is a sacrament? or that one’s neighbor is a sacrament? In a 
sense, we can indeed say that all of these can be called “sacraments” and 
have been so called by theological writers. Our fundamental conviction 
that Being is present-and-manifest in the beings implies that this is a sacra¬ 
mental world, so that the range of possible “sacraments” is very great, and 
we have been consistent in recognizing that the divine action is not con¬ 
fined to the ecclesiastically recognized channels. 

However, if we use a word in too wide and general a sense, it becomes 
too imprecise. When we talk of the “sacraments,” we mean those particu¬ 
lar vehicles which have become established in the practice of the Christian 
Church. Two of these, baptism and the eucharist, have a special position 
because they are represented in the New Testament as having been di¬ 
rectly instituted by Christ. Modern biblical scholarship, however, would 
hesitate to pronounce with certainty just what Christ had instituted and 
what had arisen in the development of the Church. It thus tends to leave 
indefinite the distinction between the so-called “dominical” sacraments 
and the five other vehicles which, along with baptism and the eucharist, 
have constituted the traditional seven sacraments of the Church. Of these 
other five, confirmation is clearly so closely associated with baptism that 
it can be claimed to share the same sacramental character; ordination, as 
we have seen, is also parallel in many ways to baptism 4 ; it is harder to 
see how marriage, as a universal human institution, should be considered 

4 See above, pp. 421,426. 
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as a Christian sacrament, though it is entirely appropriate that this funda¬ 
mental area of human life should be brought within the sphere of the sac¬ 
raments; on the other hand, it can be argued that the sacrament of pen¬ 
ance has as much claim to be of dominical institution as have baptism and 
the eucharist 5 ; while unction is a sacramental act that has a history going 
back to the earliest days of the Church, and is well attested in the New 
Testament. So we can find no objection to using the expression “sacra¬ 
ments” to cover all seven of the vehicles that have been so called for many 
centuries, though recognizing that some of these are more important than 
others, and that a special significance belongs to baptism and the eucharist. 

The sacraments (and this is true whether we think of two or seven) 
are so diverse that it is hard to see what they have in common other than 
the general points made above that would extend beyond the sacraments 
properly so called—namely, that they have an “objective” form, visible 
and dramatic; that this is conjoined with a form of words; and that they 
focus the divine presence in the community of faith. Beyond that, there 
are great differences. In some sacraments, the outward and visible elements 
are much more striking than in others; again, in some the participation and 
involvement in an active way of the recipients is much more obvious than 
in others where the recipients are relatively passive, just as they are in the 
hearing of the word; some of the sacraments (such as baptism and ordi¬ 
nation) are given once only to each individual, while others are given and 
received repeatedly, especially the Holy Communion. 

The differences among the sacraments will be discussed as we take them 
in turn, but these differences become explicable when we try to see the 
sacraments as a whole, especially the traditional seven as constituting a 
unity which grew up in the Church’s experience. For this range of the 
sacraments corresponds to the range of human life itself, and provides a 
vehicle for realizing the divine presence and the reconciliation which it 
brings for every condition of life and for every stage of life. In a very 
remarkable way, the Church’s sacramental system spans the whole of life 
and provides in different and appropriate ways for life’s different needs. 
There are sacraments for the beginning of life, for its middle, and for its 
end; there are sacraments for health and for sickness; there are sacraments 
for those who live “in the world” and for those whose vocation is to a 
specific ministry. The sacraments provide the institutional structure for 
that sanctification of human life and its conformation to Christ, of which 
the outlines have already been sketched. 

But we have already made it clear that the sacraments, whether taken 
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singly or together, must be accompanied by the word if their work of 
reconciliation and sanctification is to be effective. So before we say any¬ 
thing further about them, it will be necessary for us to speak at greater 
length of the word and of its function of making-present. 


So. THE WORD 

As a convenient starting point for our discussion of the word, we may 
remind ourselves of Barth’s teaching that this word of God meets us in a 
threefold form: there is the living Word, Jesus Christ himself, the bearer 
and the fullness of the Christian revelation; then there is the written word, 
the Bible, which witnesses to the living Word; and finally there is the pro¬ 
claimed word, the living voice of the Church as, in its preaching and 
teaching, it too witnesses to the living Word by interpreting and applying 
the written word. The living Word, or incarnate Lord, has priority and 
gives birth to the other two forms of the word; but it is only through the 
mediation of the written word and the proclaimed word that we have ac¬ 
cess to Christ, the revealed Word. 0 

Any discussion of the word must keep in mind this threefold form that 
Barth has indicated, and must also remember that the three forms consti¬ 
tute a unity. This is very much in line with what has been said earlier in 
this book about the word, and especially about the written word of scrip¬ 
ture and its relation to Christ on the one hand and to the living tradition 
and teaching of the Church on the other. It is unnecessary to repeat here 
points that have already been plainly established. 7 But we may remind 
ourselves that the scripture in itself is not revelation, but testifies to the 
revelation in Christ; and that it is in the living context of the Church, as 
the community of the Spirit, that scripture comes alive, as it were, so that 
in the human words of the scripture, as read or preached, the word of 
God addresses us. It is in this sense that we can think of the scripture as 
“inspired.” It is the vehicle for the divine word, and through it Christ is 
made present. 

The interrelation of Christ, as incarnate Word, and of scripture, as 
written word, and of preaching, as proclaimed word, can be more fully 
elucidated if we pay closer attention to what we mean by “word.” In the 
analysis of language that was given in the first or philosophical division of 
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our theology, it was claimed that discourse has a threefold function: it ex¬ 
presses, it refers, and it communicates. 8 This threefold function is typical 
of any word or logos, and it is something like this that we see reflected in 
the threefold form of the word of God. As we learned in our discussion 
of christology, it is expressive Being, as the second person of the triune 
God, that perfectly expresses itself in the particular being of Jesus Christ. 
Scripture, in turn, refers to Christ, and through Christ to Being; for the 
scriptures of the Old and New Testaments have for their theme the story 
of Being’s self-revelation as this has been given in the community for 
which these writings constitute, as we have seen, a kind of “memory,” 
whereby the classic revelation remains accessible. Finally, the proclaiming 
of the word in and by the community communicates the revelation; and 
since communication implies a shared world of ideas, such communication 
also implies interpretation, so that the preaching and teaching of the 
Church must always be seeking to interpret the classic revelation to the 
people of each time and country in the medium of a shared language and 
a shared conceptuality. 

But while Barth’s view of the threefold form of the word fits in very 
well with our own theory of the threefold function of language, we must 
remember that in both cases the three factors that have been distinguished 
for the sake of a clarifying analysis are not sharply separable, and in fact 
constitute a unity. This follows too from our earlier insistence that lan¬ 
guage cannot properly be understood in abstraction from the concrete liv¬ 
ing situation where it is in use, in this case, from the existential context of 
the community of faith. 

In the case of the word of God, we can understand this unity that em¬ 
braces the three factors as due to the unitive action of the Holy Spirit, 
acting in the community of the Spirit. It is this unitive action of the Spirit 
that brings into one the spoken word of the Church’s proclamation, the 
written word of her scriptures, and the incarnate Word in and through 
whom Being has made itself known. Thus the making-present that is ac¬ 
complished by the word is, like all making-present of God, not something 
that man accomplishes by his agency but God’s making himself present, 
through the action in finite beings of that unitive Being in which they 
live and move and have their individual beings. Whenever a human word 
is heard as a divine word, something takes place that is analogous to what 
has been described in the analyses of revelation, of miracle, of the incar- 


8 See above, pp. 126-130. 
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nation itself. There is, moreover, the same ambiguity, for what is actually 
heard or is open to public inspection is a human utterance in the world. 
But this can also be heard “in depth” as the voice of Being, and we can 
so hear it because we already belong to Being and the grace of Being 
operates in us. 

But if we thus unreservedly assert that the word of God is heard as the 
word of God because God himself lets himself be made-present in it, how 
does this square with our earlier statement that the preaching and teaching 
of the Church makes a particularly heavy demand on the personal quali¬ 
ties of her ministers, as compared with the sacraments which have a more 
“objective” structure and are therefore much less likely than preaching to 
depend on the ability of the performer? 

There is, however, no contradiction in asserting both that the proclaim¬ 
ing of the word makes a particularly heavy demand on the minister of the 
word, and that it can make God present only because God makes himself 
present in the word. This is just one more example of that co-working 
that belongs to the very nature of the Church and that is already implied 
in the creation of beings who are at once free and finite. The proclaiming 
of the word is a task and a responsibility for the Church. Its ministers who 
are charged with this task must have the highest qualities and be subjected 
to the most stringent training so that they have the fullest possible under¬ 
standing both of the content of the classic revelation and of the minds of 
their contemporaries to whom they must interpret this revelation. On the 
other hand, they could never hope that their human words could be the 
bearers of the divine word unless these words were governed first by 
the words of the scriptures, which the Church has accepted as the norma¬ 
tive record of the revelation, and then were further caught up, through 
the unitive action of the Spirit, together with the words of scriptures into 
a unity with the living Word to whom these human words alike testify; 
and even then, if the word is to strike home, it is necessary that the same 
unitive Being that is in the word should move also in the being of the 
hearer, so that the word is recognized as God’s word. Thus, whenever the 
word is proclaimed and heard, something akin to revelation takes place; 
but it is not primordial revelation, but the making-present of the primor¬ 
dial revelation on which the community of faith was founded. 

Thus, on the one hand, the proclaiming of the word demands from 
those who are charged with it the greatest efforts in the theological disci¬ 
plines that are required for the interpretation and presentation of the con¬ 
tent of the faith. Yet such interpretation can never be a manipulation, for 
the word has a life of its own, and the task of the teacher or preacher is 
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to let it be heard. Words are not just dead things. They belong in the 
existential context of interpersonal communication, and indeed, more than 
this, they belong in the very context of Being. As Heidegger is fond of 
saying, the word is the “dwelling-place of Being (das Haus des Seijis'). 
The word has a kind of life of its own, so that even when someone says 
something, he may well be saving more than he consciously intends. This 
is surely true of great poets and literary men, whose words continue to 
yield almost inexhaustible interpretations. Yet such interpretation has to 
be guarded and limited by the text and by a sound hermeneutical science. 
In the case of the word of God, the written text in isolation is deprived of 
life; taken just as “letters,” it is dead. But the Spirit makes it alive 0 in the 
community of faith, so that God again speaks through it and makes him¬ 
self present, as he did in the primordial revelation. 

This discussion of the word as having its life in the context of the com¬ 
munity raises again the question of the distribution of authority, though 
this time we are viewing the question from the side of the Bible. It is true 
that the Bible was produced by the community of faith, has its life in that 
community and is interpreted by it. Yet just because the Bible contains 
the word of God in its written form, it also retains an independence over 
against the community. For the Church has never wholly taken the word 
into possession and has never exhaustively interpreted the word. Wc have 
to reckon with what Karl Barth calls “the Bible not vet interpreted, the 
free Bible which remains free in face of all interpretation.” 30 This is the 
power of the Bible to yield from its inexhaustible depth new truths— 
truths which may place the community itself under judgment and sum¬ 
mon it to the renewal of its life. 

The proclaiming of the word and instruction in the word is of first- 
class importance if the community of faith is to be an understanding com¬ 
munity, firmly grasping the content of its faith, and safeguarded against 
error and superstition. It will be seen therefore that the tasks of preaching 
and teaching arc closely related to the task of theology. They share with 
theology the task of unfolding and communicating an understanding of 
the faith, and so they must be theologically grounded; but to their "the¬ 
ological basis they bring other skills also, educational, psychological, 
homiletical, and the like, and they have a more ad hoc character as they 

are addressed to different groups whose special needs demand different 
approaches. 

! 'II Cor. 3:6. 

10 Church Dogmatics, vol. I/i, p. 297. 
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Not only is the word important for the understanding of the commu¬ 
nity, it is equally important for its moral level. The Christian faith, like 
all the higher religions, has its ethical character. The word combines grace 
and judgment, so that it is a prophetic word. Thus its steady proclama¬ 
tion and its application to the problems of human behavior and human re¬ 
lations stir the conviction of sin and the need for repentance and renewal, 
without which the community of faith can itself sink back into moral 
torpor and self-complacency. 

But while we must stress the importance and centrality of the word as 
the vehicle committed to the Church for the re-presenting of the primor¬ 
dial revelation and for seeing the present situation in the light of this rev¬ 
elation, we have also to remember that the revelation is more than a mes¬ 
sage, that Christ and then the Church are more than the bearers of a 
message. Faith, in turn, is not exhausted in terms of understanding and 
moral commitment. There is also the whole depth of religion that finds 
expression in such words as “communion” and “incorporation.” If those 
varieties of Christianity that concentrate almost exclusively on the minis¬ 
try of the word strike us as sometimes rather cold, abstract, and moralistic 
in their expression of Christian faith, this is because the word lacks its 
necessary complement in the sacraments, and to these we now turn. 


Si. BAPTISM AND CONFIRMATION 

The ritual use of water for purificatory purposes is found in manv re¬ 
ligions, and it is entirely understandable that the important part which 
water plays in human life should have caused to gather around it a wealth 
of existential connotations that fit it for use as a religious symbol. Al¬ 
though Christian baptism presumably had its origins chiefly from Jewish 
antecedents, and especially from the baptism of St. John the Baptist, there 
are obvious parallels with rites in other religions and this points us again 
to the similarity of structure underlying the multiplicity of faiths. The 
various communities of faith have their ritual forms by which they admit 
their members, and it is rather a striking fact to find how much these rites 
resemble one another, even in the symbolism which they employ. 

Baptism by water in the threefold name (perhaps sometimes to begin 
with in the name of Jesus alone) seems to have been the rite of initiation 
into the Christian community from the earliest time. 11 We have seen that 


11 Matt. 28:19; Acts 2:38. 
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Jesus himself was baptized by St. John the Baptist, and although this may 
have originally been understood as his joining himself to the community 
of the Baptist, it came to be understood as marking the beginning of his 
ministry in the fullness of the Spirit. 12 Jesus in turn is represented as hav¬ 
ing commanded his disciples to baptize those who would accept the gospel 
and join themselves to the community of faith. 

As the sacrament of initiation, baptism is to be understood as the out¬ 
ward, visible form which serves as a vehicle and a protection for what we 
earlier described as the process of “entry into the Christian life.” 13 We 
can discern in baptism the same major elements or moments as were indi¬ 
cated in the earlier analysis, though we shall treat them here in a slightly 
different order. Just as we saw entry into the Christian life to be a work 
of the Holy Spirit, to which man responds in faith, so baptism is also a 
work of the Spirit, through the agency of the Church as the community 
of the Spirit, and to this work of the Spirit in baptism (including infant 
baptism) there corresponds an answering faith of which we shall say more 
later. This structure of baptism, as a work of the Spirit with a response 
of faith, holds also for the other sacraments, and constitutes a parallel to 
the structure which we have already seen to belong to the proclaiming 
of the word. This structure rules out any merely subjective account of 
the sacraments, though it also denies any magical or automatic sacramental 
efficacy. It demands the same kind of existential-ontological account that 
we have consistently used in this theology. 

1. Baptism includes the moments described in our remarks on entry into 
the Christian life as conviction of sin and repentance. These moments, as 
we should remind ourselves, are not to be separated from each other, or 
from the other moments which analysis can discern within the full and 
unitary experience of entry into the Christian life. To seek baptism is to 
acknowledge that human existence is not in order and needs to be reori¬ 
ented. In this regard, Christian baptism, as is clear from the early chapters 
of Acts, resembles the baptism given by St. John the Baptist in being “a 
baptism of repentance for the remission of sins.” 14 Baptism is an acknowl¬ 
edgment of sin, but we have seen that such acknowledgment is not itself 
sin but rather the first step to renewal, for it implies a “turning away” 
from sin which, in the full Christian experience from which these mo¬ 
ments of conviction and repentance are inseparable, is also a “turning to- 

12 See above, pp. 281-284. 

13 See above, pp. 337-343. 

« Mark 1:4. 
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ward” the life of grace and reconciliation. However, these moments of 
conviction and repentance, as well as being essential elements in the entry 
into the Christian life, continue the ancient purificatory significance of 
those prototypes and parallels to Christian baptism, and retain the uni¬ 
versal symbolism of water as a cleansing agent. 

2. Baptism also includes the moment of justification , and we have seen 
that this somewhat archaic term implies being accepted, finding an iden¬ 
tity, counting as someone. It is appropriate that the child receives his name 
at baptism, for this is his being accepted and given an identity. Moreover, 
it is appropriate that we speak of his Christian name. He is accepted by 
Being, but in the concrete rite of baptism, this means his being accepted 
in the Christian community. St. Paul tells us we are “all baptized into one 
body,” the body of Christ. 15 Through baptism we are accepted, incorpo¬ 
rated, delivered from the isolation of meaninglessness and set in the living 
context of the community of faith, as members that count in it. Perhaps 
then it is most properly under this aspect, the aspect of acceptance or 
justification, that we can think of baptism as the sacrament of initiation 
whereby the individual is taken into and made a lively but still distinct 
member of the one body. 

3. Baptism is also the form under which there begins the work of sanc¬ 
tification. In the earlier discussion, we found it necessary to stress that 
sanctification should not be separated from justification, and that the mis¬ 
understanding of the latter arises from ways of talking which seem to 
regard it as a mere “declaring righteous” apart from any actual “making 
righteous” by the Spirit. This point needs to be stressed further here, and 
indeed it now receives strong support when we consider the New Testa¬ 
ment teaching about baptism. For although baptism is the beginning of 
the Christian life, the New Testament does not think of this as just some 
new formal or forensic status, but as an actual receiving of the Holy 
Spirit. It is true that there is some variation in the relation between bap¬ 
tism and the receiving of the Holy Spirit, and this is what we should 
expect in view of the flexibility not only of the sacraments but of all out¬ 
ward forms—a flexibility of which we have spoken already and will have 
more to say in due course. But to be baptized means normally to receive 
the Holy Spirit. 10 This follows also from the character of the Church as 
the community of the Spirit, so that to be incorporated into the Church 


15 I Cor. 12:13. 

16 Acts 2:38. 
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is to be received into the community of the Spirit. Furthermore, it is a 
fulfillment of the christianizing of the ancient rite of baptism. St. John the 
Baptist had baptized with water, but Christian baptism, it was promised, 
would be by the Spirit. 17 The descent of the Spirit upon him was a major 
feature of Christ’s own baptism. 1S It need hardly be said that in claiming 
that baptism implies a receiving of the Spirit, we are not suggesting for a 
moment that some marvelous transformation instantaneously takes place 
or that some extraordinary charismatic manifestations are to be looked for. 
But we are quite definitely saying that Christian baptism means nothing 
less than that sanctification has begun, and that within the community of 
the Spirit, the baptized person is already caught up in the movement of 
unitive Being. 

4. Baptism is also inclusive of the moment of election, which we saw 
to be also part of the process of entry into the Christian life; but in the 
present discussion, we prefer to designate this election as vocation. We 
have already drawn attention to the resemblances between baptism and 
ordination. 19 In calling baptism a rite of vocation, we are developing this 
point further. Baptism is the vocation, or even the ordination, to that gen¬ 
eral ministry of the Church which all its members share, the ministry of 
reconciliation. Here we may remind ourselves again of the baptism of 
Christ and of how this event, whatever its original character may have 
been, is represented in the gospels as his commitment to his ministry. The 
baptism of the Christian is likewise the rite that commits him to the gen¬ 
eral ministry of the Church. But just as has been said in the case of some 
of the other aspects of baptism, and as was made very clear when we 
talked about the vocation of Christ himself, we do not think of these 
things as happening in an instant. They take time to unfold, and this is 
indeed recognized by the adding of confirmation to baptism. But vocation 
and sanctification are just as surely aspects of the sacrament of baptism, 
and really present in it, as are repentance and justification. 

We have still not mentioned what is perhaps the most distinctive char¬ 
acterization of Christian baptism, given by St. Paul when he sees it as a 
dramatic and visible representation of being buried and rising again with 
Christ, 20 of participating in his death and resurrection. We are “baptized 
into his death” and raised into “newness of life.” This characterization of 


17 Mark 1:8. 

18 Mark i: 10. 

10 See above, pp. 421, 426. 
20 Rom. 6:4. 
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baptism docs not so much add to the ways of describing it that we have 
already considered, as rather it gathers them up to show us the unity of 
the sacrament. Baptism is at the beginning of the Christian life, yet in a 
sense it contains already in mice (as the Holy Eucharist also docs) the 
whole of the Christian life as a conformation to the life of Christ. 

Many of the remarks made about baptism in the foregoing paragraphs 
are parallel to what has already been said about the proclaiming and hear¬ 
ing of the word, and confirm that word and sacraments go together as 
ways of making-present the divine grace. Nevertheless, we can now begin 
to see some differences between these two modes of making-present. 
There is the obvious difference that in the proclaiming of the word, the 
evangelical mode, the vehicle is verbal, while in baptism, the sacramental 
mode, there is also the visible element of water and the visible act of bap¬ 
tism. But there is more to the difference than this, and the sacrament can¬ 
not be adequately characterized as verbum visibile. In baptism, the recipi¬ 
ent participates in the action of the sacrament. It is a doing, as well as a 
speaking, hearing, seeing. The man of Ethiopia to whom St. Philip 
preached the gospel made the response of faith to the proclamation, but 
then in addition he submitted to baptism, 21 and this dramatic kind of par¬ 
ticipation shows, along with the visible element, the broader existential 
range of the sacrament as compared with the word. 

In mentioning the man of Ethiopia, we have alluded to a case of adult 
baptism, and presumably in the primitive Church this would be the normal 
pattern. Nowadays however the normal pattern is infant baptism, for the 
Church believes—rightly, as we shall show—that the beginning of the 
Christian life can and should coincide with the beginning of the individ¬ 
ual’s life. But infant baptism raises further questions about the difference 
between the word and sacraments. In the evangelical mode of making- 
present, there is the conscious and explicit response of faith on the part 
of the person addressed; and clearly, in the case of adult baptism, one can 
point to the same kind of response in the sacramental mode. But what are 
we to say in the case of infant baptism? Here let us remind ourselves that 
we already pointed to the capacity of the sacraments, with their broader 
existential basis in action and in the senses as well as in words, to affect 
us not only through the conscious understanding but on the all-important 
subconscious levels as well. This is true even of adult baptism, where the 
sense of incorporation and also the reality of incorporation go beyond 
what is explicitly understood at the time. But it is specifically exemplified 
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in the case of infant baptism. Here the child is totally unaware of the sig¬ 
nificance of the sacrament. Yet in and through this sacrament, he is al¬ 
ready in a perfectly real way incorporated into the body of Christ. In 
being brought into the community, the center of his life is shifted from 
his isolated individual being to the body of which he is now a member, 
and this is the cancelation of original sin, the “turning away” and the 
“turning toward” which constitute repentance. From this very moment of 
baptism, the child is unconsciously incorporated into the community, the 
recipient of its love and interest, and therefore the recipient of grace. We 
must not think of this purely in existential or sociological terms. There is a 
real ontological basis also, for already in this child who has been brought 
into the community of the Spirit, the action of unitive Being is going on. 
The initiative in grace and reconciliation belongs always with God, and 
certainly does not need to wait until the child becomes explicitly con¬ 
scious of such possibilities. Moreover, as the child’s life is molded by divine 
grace mediated through the community of faith, he enters into the voca¬ 
tion of the Christian and, even without his being aware of it, begins to 
exercise the ministry of reconciliation. All these things, of course, are not 
tied to a moment of time. They are present already in baptism, but their 
unfolding is, like the attainment of selfhood, a matter of time. 

These considerations, as well as expanding our view of the way in which 
the sacraments in general can re-present or make-present Christ and his 
work, also allow us to reply to critics of the practice of infant baptism. 
These critics take the line that the New Testament envisages only adult 
baptisms, and that the kind of experience which baptism embodies— 
acknowledgment of sin, repentance, receiving of the Holy Ghost, and so 
on—can be conceived only in the context of an adult life. 

It may indeed be true that there is no clear New Testament sanction 
for infant baptism. Calvin and others who have thought it necessary to 
produce a biblical warrant for everything that is done or believed in the 
Church have tried hard to show that infant baptism has such a warrant, 
but although the practice is undoubtedly very early, the New Testament 
evidence is inconclusive. Of course, from the point of view of this book 
and of others who accept that scripture is to be supplemented by the 
tradition of the Church, the almost universal practice of infant baptism 
in the Church throughout its history is an entirely sufficient and satisfac¬ 
tory warrant and authority. But our discussion of the nature of sacra¬ 
mental action permits us to adduce very sound theological reasons in 
support of infant baptism. 

The rejection of infant baptism is due to an exaggerated individualism 
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which is a common fault in evangelical Protestantism. Fundamentally, the 
error is a mistaken idea of human existence itself. There is no isolated 
existence, but only existence with others. When this is understood, then 
it is also understood that explicit verbal communication and conscious 
individual decisions, important though they are, do not by any means 
constitute the whole of life. If we make them paramount in Christianity, 
then we have arbitrarily narrowed the existential range of God’s approach 
to man through Christ and his Church. The rejection of infant baptism is 
the result of such a narrowing, and goes even beyond Calvinism in en¬ 
tirely assimilating the operation of the sacraments to that of the word. 

Some things about baptism may be a matter of indifference, as, for 
instance, whether it should be performed by dipping the person into the 
water or by pouring water over him. With sound common sense, Calvin 
remarks that this kind of thing might well depend on local climatic con¬ 
ditions! 22 But the question of whether baptism is to be administered in 
infancy or delayed until adolescence cannot be treated as one of indiffer¬ 
ence, and well-intentioned persons who think that opposing views on the 
matter could be accommodated bv making infant baptism optional are 
deeply in error and have not understood the nature of a sacrament, and 
above all, have not understood the meaning of “incorporation.” The ques¬ 
tion of whether baptism is to be given to a child is not one that can be 
left to the subjective preference of the parent or of the local minister, for 
to deny the sacrament to the child is to deprive him of his right to be 
incorporated into the household of faith and to grow up within that sac¬ 
ramental structure which the Church, through long wisdom and experi¬ 
ence and under the guidance of the Spirit, has so designed that the whole 
of our human life, from beginning to end, may be supported by the di¬ 
vine grace. 

At the same time, we have made it clear that sacramental efficacy is not 
a matter of magic, and even if the sacraments do, as we have contended, 
work upon the recipient in ways that go beyond his explicit awareness, 
nevertheless the fullest efficacy of the sacraments requires the response 
of faith and the cooperation of the recipient, though this would seem to 
be more obviously demanded in some sacraments than in others. In the 
case of baptism, while the child to be 0 m t 

fluences that are working upon him in the context of the body of Christ, 
such influences will come increasingly to his conscious notice and will 

-- Institutes of the Christian Religion, IV, xvi. 
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elicit his response; for we are not to suppose that everything happens in an 
instant, but rather that there is initiated a process which accomplishes it¬ 
self in that temporality whereby our finite existence is constituted. 

Let us remember again that while the sacramental structure is essential 
to the Church, as a community that exists in the world and has an em¬ 
bodied being, the operation of the Spirit is never tied to the structure. It 
is possible on the one hand for the sacrament of baptism to be given, and 
yet for its normal course of unfolding to be frustrated and not brought 
to maturity; and it is possible on the other hand for the Spirit to move 
in those who have not received the sacrament but who are nevertheless 
brought within the community of the Spirit. We have illustrations of 
both cases in the New Testament. The converts made by St. Philip in 
Samaria were baptized, but did not receive the Holy Spirit at that time . 23 
However, Cornelius and his companions at Caesarea received the Holy 
Spirit although unbaptized . 24 While the second of these cases shows us 
that the operation of the Spirit is not confined to the sacramental chan¬ 
nels, nevertheless the continuation of the story shows us the respect in 
which baptism was held, for those men who had already received the 
Holy Spirit were subsequently baptized 23 —just as we noted earlier that 
although St. Paul might claim, if anyone could, to have an immediate 
call from God to the ministry, this was none the less regularized bv his 
being ordained by the Church, through prayer and laying on of hands. 
Thus the fact that the Spirit is not confined to the sacramental channels is 
certainly not understood in the New Testament as implying that these 
channels are to be ignored or lightly esteemed. But we have still to say 
something about the other case cited above—that of the disciples at Sa¬ 
maria who were baptized without receiving the Holy Spirit, and this case 
seems to raise more serious problems. 

Presumably the converts at Samaria had a very imperfect understand¬ 
ing of what they had been converted to or of what baptism meant—and 
this seems to be implied in the story, which indicates that they were a 
superstitious people, easily impressed by miracle and magic . 20 They pro¬ 
vide an extreme illustration of the danger that arises when there is lacking 
an adequate faith-response and understanding on the part of the recipient 
of the sacrament. The same kind of thing might happen today in mis- 
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sionary areas where whole communities sometimes move into the Church 
in a body; but a commoner parallel is what happens in settled Christian 
communities, where children are baptized as a matter of course, and the 
ceremony may be regarded as little more than a social convention. Many 
clergy are rightly worried by this devaluation of the sacrament of bap¬ 
tism, though perhaps the fault has lain chiefly with the Church itself, in 
its failure to interest itself sufficiently in the children baptized into its 
membership and so in its failure to fulfill its role as the community of the 
Spirit through which the Spirit will normally act upon the child. 

But just as the danger of indiscriminate (or perhaps we should say, un¬ 
discriminated) baptism has been there almost from the beginning of the 
Church, so also from the beginning the Church has sought to provide a 
remedy and corrective within the sacramental structure itself, in the sac¬ 
rament of confirmation. The very name of this sacrament indicates that 
it does not stand as something complete in itself, but is to be regarded as a 
complement to and a strengthening of what has been done in baptism. The 
sequel of the story about the converts in Samaria shows us very clearly 
the prototype of confirmation—indeed, we may say the first confirmation 
of which we have record. Two of the apostles, the chief ministers or 
bishops of the primitive Church, came down from Jerusalem. Although 
we are not explicitly informed about what took place, we must suppose 
that there was some examination of the faith of the converts and perhaps 
further instruction. We must suppose this unless we are prepared to ac¬ 
cept that what followed was quite magical. For the apostles then laid their 
hands on the baptized converts, with prayer, and then the gift of the Holy 
Spirit was given . 27 

The sacrament of confirmation has been variously administered in dif¬ 
ferent parts of the Church, and there is always the danger that confirma¬ 
tion too can be reduced to a convention, just as may happen with bap¬ 
tism. It seems to me, for instance, that the practice in the Eastern Church 
of administering confirmation to an infant immediately after baptism, and 
of reducing the connection of confirmation with the chief minister, has 
deprived it of the two principal features in which its value has mainly 
consisted. If confirmation is to have its full place in the sacramental struc¬ 
ture of the Church, it should provide for a conscious, understanding act 
of faith on the part of the confirmand, and it should be administered by 
the bishop himself. These two points call for brief comment. 
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Without in the very least detracting from the value of baptism in itself 
or depreciating that growth in grace, at first unconscious, then increas¬ 
ingly conscious, which we have seen to belong to infant baptism, we 
must nevertheless acknowledge the desirability of coming to a point 
where the response of faith is deliberate and explicit. Thus it is desirable 
that confirmation should take place when the baptized person has attained 
in himself the capacity for at least a measure of the faith and understand¬ 
ing which, at the moment of baptism, belonged primarily to the commu¬ 
nity into which he was incorporated but which he has learned to share 
consciously with the other members of the community. It is impossible 
to lay down any age for confirmation, since the development of one in¬ 
dividual differs from that of another. On the whole, however, one should 
think of this sacrament as belonging to the stage of life at which a measure 
of responsibility is attained, just as baptism belongs to that first stage of 
life when the child is still entirely dependent on the family and commu¬ 
nity. But if confirmation is to be a genuinely important complement to 
baptism, and if merely conventional baptism that seems to go no further 
than the ceremony itself is to be discouraged and reduced, then it would 
seem that the links between baptism and confirmation need to be strength¬ 
ened. This might be done in two ways. One is by stressing the communal 
aspect of baptism and the responsibility of the community toward the 
child received into its fellowship; the other is by strengthening the in¬ 
struction of the children in the community, which is simply the recogni¬ 
tion once more that sacraments and word must go together. 

The second point we made about confirmation was that its character 
as an episcopal act must be maintained and stressed. Not only does this 
follow the New Testament precedent, according to which confirmation 
was administered by the apostles, it also helps to make clear the seriousness 
of confirmation and to prevent its becoming also a formality that a person 
observes at a certain age of life. Confirmation by the bishop shows that 
the confirmand is not just joining some local club, but is being admitted 
to the membership of the whole Church of Christ, with all the duties and 
privileges which pertain to such membership. It is appropriate that the 
Church should act through its chief minister on such an occasion, for it 
is not, after all, the baptized person who confirms his baptism by making 
his response of faith, but the Church which confirms it by binding the 
baptized person more closely to itself and by admitting him to the fullness 
of her mysteries. This is his justification or acceptance in the fullest sense, 
when he becomes a responsible member of the body, and it is right that 
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this act of grace should be performed by the chief pastor who represents 
the whole Church and who exercises the fullness of its ministry. 

It is important to notice that in the foregoing discussion of baptism 
and confirmation, no attempt has been made to divide up the significance 
of the rite of Christian initiation, assigning some “moments” to baptism, 
others to confirmation. Occasionally theologians—perhaps making too 
much of the story of the Samaritan converts mentioned above—have 
claimed that it is in confirmation that the gift of the Spirit is given. Our 
own view, however, has been that baptism itself is a baptism into the 
Spirit—a sharing in the “baptism” of the Church by the Spirit at Pente¬ 
cost, just as it is a sharing in the death and resurrection of Christ. Con¬ 
firmation does not add anything that was absent in baptism, but is rather a 
deepening and ratification of what has already taken place. This does not 
mean, of course, that there may not be a difference of emphasis, which is 
in fact brought out by the different ritual acts. Baptism with water is 
obviously more suggestive of the washing away of sins and of dying and 
rising with Christ; while the laying on of hands (or, alternatively, anoint¬ 
ing with oil) is more suggestive of empowering, that part of Christian 
initiation which we have likened to ordination. But a difference of em¬ 
phasis cannot be invoked in order to break up the unity of baptism- 
confirmation as the total sacramental embodiment of entry into the Chris- 
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tian life. 

But if baptism and confirmation constitute a unity, how do we reconcile 
this with the preference expressed above for the normal Western practice 
of baptizing in infancy and confirming several years later in late child¬ 
hood or early adolescence—a practice which, though it has been estab¬ 
lished for many centuries, cannot claim to be primitive? I think that good 
reasons have already been given for the preference—the affirmative rea¬ 
son that entry into the Christian life is not the work of a moment but 
takes time, and the negative reasons that the alternative practices either 
lay too much stress on the conscious response of the individual believer 
(in the case where baptism is deferred to adulthood) or else virtually 
eliminate this response (in the case where everything is already com¬ 
pleted in infancy). But although the practice I have commended has 
strong theological and pastoral considerations in its favor, it'has no ex¬ 
clusive claim, and in fact different practices will no doubt continue within 
the Christian Church. 
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82. THE HOLY EUCHARIST 

We come now to the most venerated of all the Christian sacraments, 
the Holy Eucharist. The eucharist has such a richness of content and 
enfolds in itself such a wealth of meaning and a breadth of symbolism 
that it is hard indeed to speak adequately of it. This richness is reflected in 
the diversity of ways in which this sacrament has been named. It is the 
eucharist, or thanksgiving; it is the mass, and whatever this may have 
meant originally, it has come to suggest sacrifice; it is the Holy Com¬ 
munion, in which the worshipper is united with God through Christ, and 
also with his fellow-worshippers in the body of Christ; it is the Lord’s 
Supper, and this title reminds us of the dominical connection of the sacra¬ 
ment, and that in it we receive from Christ the grace that sustains and 
nourishes the Christian life. This very richness of the eucharist shows us 
the need for studying each sacrament by itself and not trying to subsume 
them all in too facile a manner under a few general characteristics. 

Of course, the eucharist does exhibit the characteristics which we asso¬ 
ciate with the sacraments in general, and this particular sacrament, because 
of its preeminence, might even be taken as the paradigm of all Christian 
sacraments. It makes use of outward, visible elements, in this case, bread 
and wine. It enshrines as its core and inner meaning a making-present of 
Christ and his grace. It incorporates the recipient into the body of Christ 
and conforms his existence to the pattern of Christ. All this and more is 
included in the eucharist, and exemplifies the character of the sacraments 
generally. 

In the course of its long history, the eucharist has shown many varia¬ 
tions, for there is a legitimate flexibility in sacramental forms. Yet through 
all the variations a basic pattern has persisted, and certain words and ac¬ 
tions have been almost universal. The following remarks about the eu¬ 
charist are not founded on any one particular version of the liturgy, and 
would be applicable to the sacrament as it is celebrated in most of the 
major communions of the Christian Church. 

Our interpretation of this sacrament, as of the other matters treated 
in this book, will be in existential-ontological terms. As usual, this means 
ruling out from the beginning some extreme positions, and endeavoring to 
follow a via media. As existential, our interpretation rules out any auto¬ 
matic or magical view of the sacrament. The sacramental action cannot 
be something that happens entirely extra nos, any more than the original 
work of Christ, re-presented in the sacrament, could be understood in 
purely objective terms. The action of the sacrament cannot be regarded 
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as operating on lower than personal levels, and this means that our own 
existential participation in the sacrament is an essential element in the ac¬ 
tion, so that this action is not just something that operates on us in a 
purely objective way. It is true, as has already been said in connection 
with sacraments generally, that the action need not be entirely on the 
level of what is consciously and explicitly understood. The eucharist has 
indeed such wealth of meaning that probably no one is ever fully aware 
of its action upon him. But there must be some existential dimension in 
this as in all sacramental action. On the other hand, as ontological, our 
interpretation rules out any merely subjective account of the sacrament, 
such as one finds among some Protestant groups. The eucharist is de¬ 
cidedly not a mere memorial, or a way of helping us to remember what 
Christ did a long time ago. It is a genuine re-presenting of Christ’s work. 
In this sacrament, as in the others, the initiative is with God; it is he who 
acts in the sacrament and makes himself present. So we reject any ac¬ 
counts of the sacrament that lay the stress on how we feel or on the state 
of our faith—theories of receptionism and the like which visualize the 
sacramental action as going on primarily in the mind of the recipient. Just 
as we have firmly resisted any purely existential views of revelation, of the 
person of Christ and of many other matters in theology, and have in each 
case maintained an ontological dimension, we make the same point in the 
theology of the eucharist. 

Such an existential-ontological interpretation, I believe, is in any case 
the most faithful way of expressing the understanding of the eucharist to 
be found in the New Testament. If we take St. Paul’s teaching, we have 
already had occasion to notice Kasemann’s assertion that the notion of a 
“real presence” is a central element in that teaching. There is certainly 
no support in St. Paul for the thought that the sacrament is a mere me¬ 
morial, or that it is only in some metaphorical sense that Christ is present 
and his body given and received. Indeed, St. Paul’s ideas still move to such 
an extent on the mythological level that we might think that he had a 
magical understanding of the sacrament, were it not that just when he 
seems to be getting most involved in myth and magic, he clearly states 
the existential dimension of the sacrament. We refer to the extraordinary 
passage in which he says that some of the Corinthians had become sick 
and others had died through unworthy participation in the eucharist . 28 
This almost looks like a magical interpretation of the sacrament, until we 
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remember that if St. Paul had thought of the sacrament and its efficacy 
in purely objective and automatic terms, then it would have been, in St. 
Ignatius’ phrase, the “medicine of immortality” 20 to all who received it, 
irrespective of hoiv they received it. But what St. Paul is saying is that 
an unworthy receiving makes all the difference. Obviously, he is as far 
as possible from any subjective theory of the sacrament. But he does 
recognize—as has been stressed on many occasions in the course of this 
book—that every act of grace can be seen also as an act of judgment, and 
that God’s ontological action is inseparable from man’s existential relation 
to it. 

We shall now make a few general observations on the eucharist, relating 
it to and distinguishing it from the other sacraments and the word. Then 
we shall treat in more detail of two central characteristics of the eucharist. 

The first general observation has to do with the fact that the eucharist 
is received usually many times in the life of the Christian, whereas some 
other sacraments, such as baptism and confirmation, are administered once 
only. Although other ways of explaining this difference are possible, we 
prefer to see it as having to do with the relation of baptism and confirma¬ 
tion to entry into the Christian life, as was already explained when we 
analyzed the inner meaning of baptism in terms of acknowledgment of 
sin, repentance, justification, and vocation; whereas the eucharist is the 
sacrament which provides the structure and support for the growth of the 
Christian life in the process of sanctification. 

Of course, the distinction between the sacrament given once and the 
sacrament given repeatedly is not to be made too rigid. We insisted in 
our discussion of entry into the Christian life that this entry is not to be 
thought of as something that takes place once for all, but rather as an act 
of commitment that has to be renewed in each situation as it arises; and 
we insisted also that justification is not to be separated from sanctification. 
Thus we could not be very happy about language which accounted for 
baptism’s being given only once in terms of the conferring of a “status.” 
This would seem to detract from the living, existential character of faith- 
commitment. In actual fact, the Easter ceremonies in many churches pro¬ 
vide an opportunity for the renewing of baptismal vows, and in some of 
them there is a symbolic sprinkling of the people with the newly blessed 
waters of baptism. This is a recognition that the Christian life is an on- 
going process, and the eucharist, given repeatedly as the outward vehicle 
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of continuing sanctifying grace, is more typical of sacramental action than 
the kind of sacrament given once for all. 

When this principle of growth and development is admitted, there can 
also be some flexibility in the order in which the sacraments are adminis¬ 
tered. It may be, for instance, that in some cases there are considerations 
that favor admission to first communion before confirmation. It is some¬ 
times argued that admission to communion should take place at a relatively 
early age, and confirmation be deferred until the confirmand appreciates 
the full seriousness of the step. It seems to me, however, that even if this 
may sometimes be done with advantage, there is more to be said in favor 
of the order in which confirmation, or at least being “ready and desirous” 
for confirmation, should come first, and obviously a first communion fol¬ 
lowing almost immediately after confirmation helps to point up the mean¬ 
ing and importance of that rite. Surely a capacity to appreciate the mean¬ 
ing of the eucharist implies a capacity to appreciate the seriousness of 
confirmation. It would be a mistaken policy to try to upgrade the value 
of confirmation by taking steps that might cheapen the eucharist. As the 
very center of Christian life and worship, the mystery of the eucharist 
needs to be safeguarded, and anything like indiscriminate admission to it 
is not only injurious to the Church but a disservice to those so admitted, 
since they are not taught to appreciate the full privilege and significance 
of admission to communion. Thus, while there will undoubtedly be excep¬ 
tions, admission to communion should normally follow upon that solemn 
act of episcopal confirmation which admits to full membership in the 
body of Christ, with all its rights and obligations. 

Another general point to be made about the eucharist, and one which 
again makes clear its paradigmatic role among the sacraments, is its evi¬ 
dently communal character. It is par excellence the sacrament of corpus 
Christi, the body of Christ. There is no such thing as a “solitary mass.” 
In recent times, the corporate character of the eucharist has been empha¬ 
sized by encouraging the full participation of the people in their parts of 
the liturgy, for instance, in presenting the offering of bread and wine. But 
there always have been parts of the liturgy that belonged to the various 
orders of ministry, including the general ministry that belongs to all; and 
although certain parts of the liturgy are reserved to the priest, the total 
action is one in which he acts together with the whole congregation of 
the faithful. Moreover, the communion in which all receive the same 
bread and drink of the same cup realizes in a very impressive way the 
oneness of the members of the community with each other, as well as 
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their communion with God. “We who are many are one body, for we all 
partake of the same loaf.” 30 The eucharist is the holy banquet, sacrum 
convivium , and this Latin word well expresses the notion of a common 
life. We have often spoken on earlier pages of the Church as the spear¬ 
head of the kingdom, as if in the Church the realization of the perfect 
community was already taking place. We may think of this as specially 
the case in the fellowship of the eucharist, where God may be said to be 
granting a foretaste of the consummation of his work in creation and 
reconciliation. 

As we have mentioned, recent liturgical reforms have tended to stress 
the social aspect of the eucharist. This has been especially the case in the 
Roman Catholic Church, where formerly the communal dimension of the 
eucharist had been obscured by such practices as non-communicating 
masses. But the trouble is that the recovery of a forgotten or obscured 
dimension may lead to its exaggeration, and so to the obscuring of other 
dimensions that are equally important. There has been a danger of this in 
the recent heavy emphasis on the eucharist as a holy banquet. We have to 
remember that the eucharist has other dimensions besides, and that it was 
always more than, and distinct from, a mere agape or love-feast. 31 Roman 
liturgical reforms therefore should not be followed too slavishly by other 
Christian communions, for it is very likely that in these other communions, 
any imbalance in eucharistic doctrine or practice will be different from 
the Roman one, and will need to be compensated for in quite a different 
manner. Moreover, it would seem that in the Roman Catholic Church 
itself, there is now the recognition that the recent social emphasis can be 
carried too far, and that it can then threaten other equally valid dimensions 
of the eucharist, as well as forms of eucharistic devotion that depend upon 
them. Thus, even if one may be unhappy about the apparent absolutizing 
of the traditional “substance” language in the encyclical Mysterium fidei 
of 1965, one must nevertheless acknowledge that in this document Pope 
Paul VI is trying to maintain a proper balance in the understanding of the 
eucharist, so that the genuine gains of the liturgical revival shall not be lost 
through exaggerations that might lead to new distortions in place of the 
old ones. 

This discussion shows us again that the eucharist is the paradigm among 
the sacraments. When we spoke of baptism, we noted that since it is 
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often given to a single individual, the action of the whole Church in this 
sacrament tends to get obscured, and we had to plead for the recogni¬ 
tion of its communal character by asking that the community of faith 
be made aware of its responsibility toward the baptized person, perhaps, 
when possible, by having the baptism in the presence of the whole com¬ 
munity. As will be mentioned later, the communal character of some 
other sacraments can also be obscured and needs to be brought out. The 
eucharistic paradigm clearly shows that sacramental action takes place 
within the community, the body of Christ and the fellowship of the Spirit, 
and that in the sacramental life as common life (convivium ), each is sup¬ 
ported by all the others with whom he is united in the body. 

A further point about the eucharist is the very clear way in which it 
exhibits the unity of word and sacraments. Indeed, the celebration of the 
eucharist through all its variations shows two distinct parts—the ministry 
of the word, and the ministry of the sacrament proper. The first part has 
its climax in the reading of the gospel, and we have already noted the 
recognition of God’s presence in this proclaiming of his word as parallel 
to the recognition in the second part of the eucharist of the divine pres¬ 
ence in the consecrated elements. 32 And just as the congregation responds 
to the sacramental presence by receiving together the holy communion, so 
they respond to the presence of God in his proclaimed word by affirming 
together the creed which expresses their faith. (The Eastern form, “We 
believe . . . expresses this communal response better than the West¬ 
ern “I believe . . .”) However, the point is that once more the eucharist 
proves itself to be the norm. In a way that goes beyond what we find in 
any of the other sacraments, or in the ministry of the word apart from 
the sacraments, the eucharist combines word and sacrament in a unique 
manner. It shows us the inseparability of the two, and thus the inseparabil¬ 
ity of understanding and incorporation, of spirit and sense, of existential 
and ontological, over the whole range of Christian life and experience. 

Still another paradigmatic character of the eucharist is the way in 
which it gathers into a unity the dimensions of past, present, and future. 
It reaches into the past, for it is done in remembrance of Christ and his 
work. It has its eschatological dimension, for it is done until his coming, 
and prefigures the heavenly banquet. But it is above all a making-present, 
in which both the past and the future events are, in a sense, realized in the 
moment. Since we shall discuss these matters at greater length in the 
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chapter on worship, :,:i and since we are turning at once to the question of 
Christ’s presence in the eucharist, we shall not expand the point meantime. 

So far we have been talking about the eucharist in fairly general terms, 
and showing how in a preeminent way it exhibits the character of that 
sacramental structure which protects and nourishes the Christian life, 
from its first awakening all through its growth and maturing. We have 
still to pay attention to the specific character of the eucharist as a partic¬ 
ular way of re-presenting Christ and making-present his work and grace. 
In these matters too the eucharist has a preeminence. There are two topics 
that call for discussion here—the eucharistic sacrifice and the real presence. 

Obviously the eucharist is not a literal repetition of Christ’s sacrifice, 
considered as an event that took place once for all at a definite time in 
world history. On the other hand, the eucharist would seem to share the 
character of that “repetitive” historical thinking, of which we have spoken 
earlier and in which an historical event is somehow reenacted in present 
existence. We have seen that God’s reconciling work is not tied to a 
moment of time but is present at all times. The word “repetition” can be 
misleading, but we must affirm that in a genuine sense the eucharist is a 
re-presenting of Christ’s work. The symbolism is so rich and varies from 
one form of the rite to another in so many points of detail that the attempt 
to present its meaning in a concise theological statement must seem sche¬ 
matic and abstract. 

We may begin by recalling what was said about the use of the image of 
sacrifice when we sought to interpret the meaning of the work of Christ. 
We rejected any idea of a transaction entirely extra nos , such as a satis¬ 
faction offered to God or a mere shedding of blood. The important point, 
as we saw it, was Christ’s self-giving, and this became a work of salvation 
for us as we in turn got caught up in it. In the words used in the earlier 
passage, “the self-giving of Christ, understood as the new sacrifice in 
which priest and victim are one and the same, brings God’s constant self¬ 
giving for his creation right into the creation.” 3i What we have to show 
now is how the eucharist provides the forms and structure by which 
Christ’s sacrifice is re-presented in the Christian community today, so that 
the self-giving which he manifested, and which is the very essence of God 
himself, realizes itself now in the Christian community, so that this com¬ 
munity—and eventually all humanity—is conformed to Christ and made 
“like to God,” which is indeed the destiny of the created being. 

33 See below, pp. 491-492. 

34 See above, p. 320. 
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Amid the many variations of the eucharistic rite, there are especially 
two points that touch on the idea of sacrifice. These have to be distin¬ 
guished, and usually it is easy enough to do so. There is the offering of 
bread and wine before the consecration—we shall refer to this as the 
“offertory”; and there is the offering of these elements after the consecra¬ 
tion, when they have been made the vehicles that re-present the body and 
blood of Christ—we shall call this the “oblation.” 

The offering of the bread and wine before consecration is something 
that is done by all, and, as already mentioned, recent liturgical reform has 
tended to stress the people’s part in the offertory. The bread and wine 
which are brought to the altar, the products of human labor and the 
means of human sustenance, stand for the people themselves. They offer 
themselves in this act, so that their lives may be submitted to God and 
transformed by his grace. Here we note that element of cooperation from 
the human side that is required by the kind of creation in which we live, 
and to which we have frequently drawn attention. Yet, so that even this 
offertory should not be understood as something that man does of his 
own, altogether apart from God, it comes after the ministry of the word 
and may be regarded as part of our response to the word. God needs our 
free self-offering, yet whatever we do, he is always ahead of us in what he 
has done. 

The oblation as distinct from the offertory is done by the priest alone, 
for in this he is acting in Christ’s place, and this means that it is Christ 
who makes the oblation. In the eucharist too he is still priest and victim, 
and he offers himself in that complete self-giving that in his earthly his¬ 
torical existence marked the culmination of the incarnation. But, as has 
been already pointed out, this cannot be understood as a literal repetition 
of the sacrifice of Calvary. It is indeed a making-present, but in a different 
way, and a way which brings out the character of the sacrifice as a saving 
happening. For the breaking and outpouring of the consecrated elements 
and their reception by the communicants mean that Christ is offering in 
union with himself the congregation and indeed, ideally, all humanity. 
The lives brought to the altar in the offertory are incorporated into 
Christ, so that they share in his sacrifice, are conformed to his image, are 
sanctified by his Spirit, and so brought to their fulfillment in God. 

The many-sided significance of the eucharistic sacrifice may become 
clearer to us if we consider the plurality of meanings that belong to the 
expression “body of Christ.” In its literal sense, Christ’s body was his actual 
personal being-in-the-world nineteen centuries ago, the incarnation of the 
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Word in the oncc-for-all events of the career of Jesus of Nazareth. This 
body is no longer with us or accessible in a direct way. We may say with 
Cranmer, if we wish, that it is “in heaven,” though we would certainly not 
wish to understand this, as Cranmer seems to have done, as a local desig¬ 
nation. The body of Christ is also the sacramental host that now re-presents 
him in the eucharist, that is offered to God, broken, and distributed to the 
worshippers. Finally, the body of Christ is the worshipping community 
itself, incorporated in Christ in their baptism, bound more closely to him 
in confirmation, and now being steadily conformed to him through their 
participation in the eucharist. 

An interesting, though not an exact, parallel can be drawn between the 
threefold form of the body sketched out in the preceding paragraph, and 
the threefold form of the word to which reference was earlier made. 35 
In each of the two cases, it is the first of the three forms—the incarnate 
Word and the actual historical body respectively—that generates and gives 
being to the other two. Yet in each case also it is through the mediation of 
the derivative forms that we have access to the primordial form—through 
scripture and proclamation to the incarnate Word, through consecrated 
elements and worshipping community to the historical person. And fi¬ 
nally, in each case it is in their living unity that the three forms teach us 
the fullness of what is intended by the “word of God” and the “body of 
Christ.” 

But already this mention of the body of Christ has brought us from 
the discussion of eucharistic sacrifice to the closely related question of the 
real presence in the eucharist. We have already seen that the body of 
> Christ, in the sense of the Church, can be rightly called an “extension of 
the incarnation.” The same can be said about the body of Christ as the 
eucharistic host, though with such differences of meaning as are appro¬ 
priate to the two usages of the expression “body of Christ.” We have made 
such constant use of the idea of presence throughout this whole exposition 
of Christian theology that the outlines of our view of the real presence in 
the eucharist must be already apparent to the reader. Nevertheless, this 
particular mode of the divine presence is so important and has, unfortu¬ 
nately, been the subject for so much controversy in the Church, that we 
may be excused for spending some time upon it. 

Perhaps something should first be said about the doctrine of transub- 
stantiation, as set forth by St. Thomas and his successors. Contrary to 
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the view of many Protestant polemicists, this doctrine is so far from em¬ 
bracing a magical understanding of the eucharist that it is in fact one of 
the strongest possible safeguards against such magical views. What St. 
Thomas is saying is that there is no change in the sensible accidents of the 
bread and wine, that is to say, precisely that there is no magic. His de¬ 
scription of the real presence in the eucharist points to the same kind of 
ambiguity as appeared in our own analyses of miracles, providence, and 
even the incarnation itself. From one point of view, nothing can be seen 
in any of these events but just the natural phenomena, and there is no 
breach of the natural order that could be discerned by the senses. But the 
eye of faith may see the event “in depth,” as we have usually expressed 
ourselves, and be aware of God’s presence and action in the event. Like¬ 
wise St. Thomas tells us that it is “faith, our outward sense befriending” 36 
that perceives the divine presence in the eucharist. 

But we have to part company with St. Thomas when he claims that, 
although there is no change in the accidents or sensible phenomena, there 
is a change in the metaphysical “substance” which is supposed to underlie 
the phenomena. It is not that we object to the belief in an ontological 
change. Indeed, the Church had believed in such a change for many cen¬ 
turies before the language of transubstantiation was introduced. If, as 
some modern Roman Catholic theologians tell us, the term “transub¬ 
stantiation” is now understood as simply affirming a real conversion of 
the eucharistic elements, then it might seem an unexceptionable term. But 
in fact the term implies the whole philosophical background of Aristotelian 
and Thomistic categories. Here again we have to say that we do not ob¬ 
ject to the deployment of philosophical categories as such in the attempt 
to work out a eucharistic theology. It is the duty of the theologian to 
make the mysteries of faith as intelligible as possible, and he does this 
without infringing the ultimate mystery. Lateran IV, the council which 
introduced transubstantiation terminology into the official dogmatic lan¬ 
guage of the Church, clearly stated that the ultimate agency of the change 
is potestas divina, the divine power, the mystery whereby Being makes 
itself present in and through the beings. 

The reason for our parting company with St. Thomas is his use of 
these particular categories, “substance” and “accident,” for the philosophi¬ 
cal context from which they come and in which they have meaning is not 
the one that we have been consistently employing. In our existential- 
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The Word md Sacraments | 47.9 

ontological view, the world is not seen as an aggregate of substances, but 
as a structure of meaning. We have seen how man has been constantly 
incorporating the merely natural world into a humanized world as he 
assigns significance to an ever widening range of phenomena. A thing 
is what it is in virtue of its place in an intelligible world. This, by the way, 
is not a subjective understanding of worldhood, though it is not a purely 
objective one either. The world is constructed partly by the human exis¬ 
tent in terms of his interest and his modes of understanding, but its shape 
is determined also by the given phenomena. Though the question of 
“presence” in the eucharist should not be too narrowly tied to the con¬ 
secrated elements, it should be remembered right away that neither bread 
nor wine is a simple or natural substance; both of them are the results of 
human labor, and in both of them the merely natural has already been 
incorporated into the human world. Bread and wine are already under¬ 
stood in their significance for human existence, as food and drink, as basic 
supports of life. Furthermore, their place in human existence is so basic 
that round both of them a great wealth of symbolic connotations had 
already grown up long before bread and wine were associated with the 
Christian eucharist. 

We see the eucharistic presence as a special case of what we have often 
spoken of in these pages as the “presence-and-manifestation” of Being in 
the beings. This presence is, of course, everywhere, but we have also seen 
how it becomes “focused” in particular beings and particular events. This 
is how we accounted for miracles, providential acts, and for the incarna¬ 
tion itself, and we now see the eucharist as an extension of this series. 

In all of these-Gases in which Being becomes present-and-manifest, one 
cannot speak of either a subjective or an objective happening, for since we 
ourselves participate in this very Being, the subject-object pattern is tran¬ 
scended. As far as the eucharistic presence is. concerned, it is certainly 
ontological, and depends on the initiative and approach of Being in and 
through the particular beings, the elements of bread and wine, in which 
the focusing takes place. But the presence is just as certainly existential, 
for such focusing of Being and the event of Being’s presence-and-mani¬ 
festation take place only in the living context of the body of Christ, 
understood in its fullest sense, as explained above. 

The presence of Christ in the eucharist is a personal presence, and, like 
all personal presence, it is multidimensional. He is present in the commu¬ 
nity which is his body, he is present in the bishop or presiding minister 
whom he has sent, he is present in the word which re-presents him, as 
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well as being present in the consecrated bread and wine. But all personal 
presence is embodied presence, not merely spiritual presence; and in this 
embodiment, the bread and wine play a central role. What does it mean 
to claim that in the eucharist the bread and wine become for the wor¬ 
shipping community the body and blood of Christ, and that this is to be 
understood not merely in a subjective way but ontologically? We can 
understand it as a change in the thinghood or reality of the bread and 
wine, where “thinghood” is taken to be constituted by having a place in 
a meaningful world, as has been explained above. The change or conver¬ 
sion takes place when the bread and wine are shifted out of one world of 
discourse into another, for this constitutes an ontological change. 

It happened at the last supper of Christ with his disciples, when he trans¬ 
formed the passover meal into the prototype of the Christian eucharist by 
declaring the bread and wine to be his body and blood. It happens in 
every eucharist where the priest takes the bread and wine of ordinary 
human life and consecrates them to be for the eucharistic community the 
body and blood of Christ. We could say that the sentences “This is my 
body” and “This is my blood” are instances of what J. L. Austin called 
“performative” language, that is to say, language which does not merely 
describe but actually does something and brings about a new state of 
affairs. 37 In the eucharist, the language is not to be separated from the 
action, for the command is to do this, not to say this. The effect of the 
language in that context of action is to shift the elements out of one re¬ 
gion of signification into another—from the everyday world into the set¬ 
ting of the eucharistic community. This is not a subjective view of 
presence, if one accepts that significance enters into the ontological con¬ 
stitution of a thing; but neither is it an objective view, as if the body and 
blood of Christ existed outside the context of the eucharistic community, 
which is also his body. Even when the sacrament is reserved after the 
action of the eucharist is over, it continues to be the body and blood 
within the context of the eucharistic community. 

The understanding of eucharistic presence set forth here is close to 
what some modern Roman Catholic theologians have called “transignifica- 
tion,” a view which they have developed on the basis of philosophical 
categories similar to those underlying the present work. Strictly speaking, 
transignification is not a rival view to transubstantiation in its austere clas¬ 
sical form; but it is a different view because it employs quite different 
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categories. It must be stressed, however, that no theology of the eucharist, 
whether transubstantiation or transignification or any other view, finally 
“explains” the mystery of Christ’s sacramental presence. That mystery, 
like the related mystery of the incarnation, depends ultimately on the 
potestas divina, the power which manifests itself chiefly in Being’s gra¬ 
cious making itself present in the beings. 

So the eucharist re-presents Christ’s saving work, communicates his 
presence to us, and incorporates us with him. It thus continues and estab¬ 
lishes the work begun in baptism, and stands as the center and paradigm 
of the sacramental life of the community of faith. 


83. OTHER SACRAMENTS 

We have already discussed baptism and the eucharist, the two preeminent 
sacraments of the Christian Church; and with them, we have also said 
something about confirmation, because of its close connection with bap¬ 
tism. However, it will be remembered that we saw no reason for with¬ 
holding the name of “sacrament” from the seven rites that have for long 
been so designated, so that we have still to take note of the remaining 
four. Of these four, two, ordination and matrimony, can be treated very 
briefly here, because they get discussed elsewhere in the book. Thus only 
penance and unction will receive detailed attention in this section. 

We have already seen the importance of ordination, and considered the 
various grades of the ministry. What has since been said about baptism 
corroborates the comparison that was drawn earlier between ordination 
and baptism. Just as baptism confers the general ministry of the Church, 
so the various ordinations confer the special ministries. Like baptism, ordi¬ 
nation to any particular order of the ministry is given once only, but the 
caveat which we uttered against too facile a conception of a once-for-all 
status must be repeated here, as applying to ordination just as much as to 
baptism. Ordination does indeed confer a status, but its vows have to be 
continually renewed and its grace continually bestowed. 

In the context of the other sacraments, we are able to obtain a fuller 
understanding of ordination and the function of the ministry. We spoke 
of this as the ministry of the word and sacraments. The ministry of the 
word implies not only the instruction and edification of the community of 
faith, but also the speaking of the prophetic word as a word of judgment 
in the general human society, and the defense and communication of the 
faith to those who are outside of the community. The ministry of the 
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sacraments is primarily the cure of souls, the carrying out of Christ’s in¬ 
junction to St. Peter, “Feed my sheep.” 38 We have already seen how the 
Christian sacraments, beginning with baptism, cover the whole span of 
human life and provide a framework for the nurture of that life at every 
stage by divine grace. The sacrament of ordination has a special place 
within the sacramental structure as a whole, for it confers the authority 
and grace for the ministration of all the other sacraments by those who 
are called to a special ministry in the Church and to whom is entrusted 
the care of souls. It is right that the modern priest should, so far as pos¬ 
sible, acquire a knowledge of psychology, sociology, and other disciplines 
that impinge upon his own sphere, and it is right that he should learn how 
best to cooperate with psychiatrists, social workers, and others. But there 
is no need for him to become an amateur psychiatrist or social worker, or 
to attempt to do work for which he has not been trained. Occasionally 
we have the pathetic spectacle of a minister trying to do this, though it 
means that he has in fact ceased to believe in the significance of his own 
work as a Christian minister. The danger is much greater in Protestant 
groups that have lost much of the sacramental structure of the ministry, 
than in those branches of the Church where the sacraments are given a 
fuller role; though it should be added that sometimes the ministry of the 
word together with the personal qualities of the minister and his individual 
capacity for pastoral care can make up for the lack of sacramental forms. 
Nevertheless, the great vehicle for the cure of souls is the sacramental 
structure. It provides for every stage of life, for health and sickness, for 
guilt and estrangement. With this entrusted to him, the priest need not 
become an imitator of the secular social worker. The priest brings some¬ 
thing that no one else can give—the means of divine grace, the vehicles 
for the divine presence. If we believe this, then we see his uniqueness and 
irreplaceability. If we do not believe this, then we have to regard him as 
just a purveyor of psychological comfort through outmoded means, and 
we have in fact tacitly abandoned Christianity as a faith and a religion, 
and reduced it to a humanistic ethic or a harmless custom. 

Like ordination, marriage is treated in another part of this book, 39 
though this still lies ahead of us. At this stage, we simply drawn attention 
to the complete appropriateness of bringing marriage within the sacra¬ 
mental structure. It is one of the high moments in the life of the individ- 
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ual; it is the foundation of the family, the basic unit of human social life; 
it is the form that protects and controls the sexual instinct, one of the 
strongest human drives. In bringing marriage into the sacramental struc¬ 
ture, the Church declares that divine grace belongs to and is required at 
this vital center of social existence. Grace is not just something to fall 
back on in moments of guilt, sickness, and the like. Its place is at the cen¬ 
ter and the foundation of daily life. But of these matters, we shall have 
more to say at a later stage. 

We pass on to the sacrament of penance. In some ways, this does not 
look like a sacrament, because it does not have the outward and visible 
elements or actions that normally belong to a sacrament. On the other 
hand, as we have noted, this sacrament might well claim to share with 
baptism and the eucharist the distinction of having been in an explicit way 
dominically instituted. In several passages of the New Testament, Jesus 
entrusts to his disciples the authority to forgive sins, or to withhold for¬ 
giveness. 40 Whether or not we think that Jesus actually spoke the words 
attributed to him in these cases (or, for that matter, in the cases where he 
institutes baptism and the last supper), there can be no doubt that the 
New Testament Church firmly believed that he had bequeathed to his 
followers the power, exercised by himself, of forgiving sins. For instance, 
apart from explicit statements entrusting this power to the apostles, such 
a story as the healing of the paralytic 41 connects our Lord’s forgiving of 
sins with his healing miracles, and, if we follow Bultmann’s analysis, con¬ 
stitutes a claim on behalf of the Church to have received both of these 
powers; for the Church “demonstrates by her possession of healing powers 
that she has the right to forgive sins.” 42 

It is indeed in connection with healing, understood in the widest sense 
of reconciliation, that we must look upon this sacrament of penance. Of 
course, like every act of grace, it may also be considered an act of judg¬ 
ment, and it belongs to the discipline of the Church. If the community is 
to maintain its being as the community of Christian faith, it must make 
certain demands on its members. It may be that a member who rejects 
these demands, or even a whole group of the membership (like those 
churches or congregations, mentioned earlier, that practice racial discrimi¬ 
nation), estrange themselves by their conduct from the body of Christ. 
They must then be subject to judgment and discipline, though the end of 

40 Matt. 16:19; John 20:23. 

41 Mark 2:2-12. 

42 History of the Synoptic Tradition , p. 16- 
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such discipline must always be the hope that the offenders will confess 
their sins and return in penitence to the body from which they had cut 
themselves off. 

Of course, every member of the body of Christ is still subject to sin, 
and every day he estranges himself in greater or less degree from the body 
of Christ and from God himself. It is important not to exaggerate guilt 
feelings or to suppose that every action demands discipline or specific 
sacramental action. St. Paul bids us examine ourselves, 43 and there is ob¬ 
viously an important place for self-examination and self-discipline in the 
responsible Christian community, without introducing some specific disci¬ 
plinary or sacramental action of the Church at all. But on the other hand, 
it seems unwise to leave so much to self-examination and self-discipline as 
is usually done in Protestant churches. If too much reliance on the sacra¬ 
ment of penance can lead to scrupulosity, too little opportunity for it can 
lead to a great deal of unresolved guilt feelings, and to lack of guidance 
which people have a right to expect from the Church. Perhaps we should 
not pay too much attention to pragmatic considerations, but we can 
hardly ignore the fact, attested by Jung and other psychoanalysts, that 
Protestants are much more likely to end up on the psychiatrist’s couch 
than Catholics who practice the sacrament of penance. 

Perhaps the best arrangement is the one which prevails in the Anglican 
communion. Much is left to individual responsibility and self-discipline, 
and everyday matters are taken care of in the practices of general confes¬ 
sion and general absolution. But if there is anyone who “cannot quiet his 
own conscience” by self-examination and self-discipline, then the oppor¬ 
tunity of the sacrament of penance is offered. And certainly it should be 
offered, for presumably most people will find occasions when they do 
desire to make confession and receive absolution. This is part of the rec¬ 
onciling ministry of the Church, begun in baptism when original sin is 
forgiven. The sacrament of penance has therefore a valuable place within 
the whole sacramental structure. 

Mention has been made of the communal dimension that is usually pres¬ 
ent in the sacraments, though more obviously in some than in others. It 
may be noted that recently attempts have been made to bring a more evi¬ 
dently communal character into the sacrament of penance. It can too 
easily be misunderstood as the individual’s making his private peace with 
God, whereas it is also the reconciliation of the individual to the body of 
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Christ, from which his sin had separated him. So we now find that some¬ 
times those who desire to receive this sacrament first assemble together 
for the ministry of the word, prayer, and self-examination, then make 
their private confessions, and finally come back for a general absolution 
and a common act of thanksgiving and reconciliation. At the same time, 
we must not let the desirability of communal expression obscure the fact 
that there is also an individual pole to our existence and an individual re¬ 
sponsibility, and that the Church has to minister to the individual in his 
specific guilt and weakness, and to give him specific absolution and guid¬ 
ance, though it will always best strengthen him by binding him more 
closely to the body of Christ. 

Finally, something is to be said about the sacrament of holy unction. 
Here we have an outward sacramental form—anointing with oil or, as an 
alternative, laying on of hands. And here again we have a sacrament that 
was practiced in the New Testament Church, as is clear from various ref¬ 
erences. 44 This was originally part of the Church’s healing ministry, but 
we have seen the close connection between the healing of sickness and the 
forgiving of sins, and we have also noted that in the widest sense, the 
ministry of healing merges into the ministry of reconciliation. Thus holy 
unction is still another form in which the Church seeks to fulfill its mis¬ 
sion of bringing wholeness to mankind. 

With the revival of interest in the ministry of healing and the recogni¬ 
tion that many diseases have a psychosomatic character, there has also 
been an increased interest in this ancient rite of unction. It provides an 
“objective” form for the ministry to the sick and dying, which can some¬ 
times place an almost intolerable burden on the minister, if it depends 
only on his personal gifts. The sacramental form of unction does not an¬ 
nul these gifts, but rather provides a focus for them, and it also provides a 
recognized way of approach to the sick for those ministers whose personal 
gifts may not have equipped them so well for this particular duty. 

The sacrament of holy unction has been particularly associated with the 
approach of death. There is no reason why it should be reserved for this 
extremity, but on the other hand we must not fall into the idea that all 
ministration to the sick should be aimed at recovery. Death belongs to the 
finitude of our existence, and this sacrament of unction can be understood 
as the bringing of the grace in which to face death, as well as the bringing 
of the courage which may sometimes be a factor in recovering from sick- 


44 Mark 6:13; James 5:14. 
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ness. Since death isolates the individual as no other event does, this sacra¬ 
ment is peculiarly directed to the individual. Yet at the same time it has its 
communal character, for it brings to the individual, whether in sickness 
or at the approach of death, the assurance that he is one with the whole 
body of Christ. He is therefore incorporated through Christ into the very 
structure of Being, and the destiny that awaits him is to be given a still 
fuller share in the life of Being. 

Thus the sacramental structure of the Church ends only with the termi¬ 
nation of the life of the individual member. It has embraced the whole of 
that life, and sustained it at every point, aiming to conform it to the life of 
Christ and to fit it for life in God. As reaching into the past and making- 
present Christ, and as reaching into the future and making-present the 
eschatological goal, the sacraments both reflect and transcend the pattern 
of authentic selfhood, and point to the completion of selfhood in the 
wider context of Being. 
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84. WORSHIP AND EXISTENCE 

Every religion has its worship or cult, and this indeed constitutes the most 
obvious outward expression of the religion. The character of the worship 
and its importance vary greatly from one religion to another. The wor¬ 
ship may be simple or elaborate; it may be frequent or infrequent, partici¬ 
pation in it may be obligatory upon the adherents of the particular reli¬ 
gion, or they may take part in it only sporadically. 

The need for worship has become problematical in the modern world. 
Even those who hold strongly to the Christian faith sometimes question 
the relevance and value of worship, and we have already had occasion to 
note the extreme developments of this attitude among some of those who 
advocate a “religionless” Christianity and who interpret this as meaning 
the elimination of the traditional cultic expressions of faith. We have 
made clear our objections to such extreme points of view and shown how 
they fail to take account of the actual embodied condition of historical 
human existence. Yet we have also conceded that these protests have their 
elements of truth, wherever there is a danger that the cult comes to be 
prized for its own sake. These questions must now be looked at from still 
another angle. We must try to work out a theology of worship that will 
retain what is of value in the cultic side of religion—what, indeed, is not 
only of value, but is imperatively demanded by the factical conditions of 
our existence—while at the same time we seek to avoid the errors against 
which the advocates of “religionless” Christianity have legitimately pro¬ 
tested. 

At first sight, worship seems to be something that man himself does, 
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and of course the belief that this is the case has been one of the reasons 
for the suspicion of worship among those who still want to retain faith. 
They think of it as a kind of survival of magic, perhaps an attempt to 
manipulate the world and to obtain benefits for the worshippers by occult 
means. It need not be denied that such misunderstandings of worship and 
prayer are still prevalent among those who take part in them, and deserve 
to be severely criticized. However, we have already pointed to the per¬ 
fectly clear distinction between magic and religion, 1 and this distinction 
arises again in connection with the question of worship. Even if worship 
often appears to be a purely human activity, and even if in fact many 
persons participate in it with a mentality that has not been freed from 
magical and mythical presuppositions, the true worship or the worship 
that is “in spirit and in truth” 2 is, like all “true” religion and “true” faith, 
a happening in which God comes to men, and the initiative is God’s. As 
Hugh Blenkin has well said, “God can never be the object of man’s wor¬ 
ship; he is always the subject—that is to say, it is he who initiates within 
the heart of man the desire for union with himself.” 3 This writer goes on 
immediately to mention the Holy Spirit, and we have seen that the Holy 
Spirit is unitive Being, so that the spring and source of worship (at least, 
of such worship as is “in spirit and in truth”) is nothing less than the uni¬ 
tive action of Being. 

The fundamental motives of worship are nowhere better set forth than 
in the Book of Common Prayer where we are said to “assemble and meet 
together to render thanks for the great benefits we have received at his 
hands, to set forth his most worthy praise, to hear his most holy word, and 
to ask those things which are requisite and necessary, as well for the body 
as the soul”; and it should not be forgotten that these intentions are cou¬ 
pled with the priest’s invitation “humbly to acknowledge our sins before 
God.” 4 As expressed in these classic words, the character of worship is 
clearly one of response to the God who has first drawn near to us and 
addressed us; yet the response is on the personal level, for we are free exis- 
tents. Worship is not a homage that is exacted from us, but our free re¬ 
sponse to God’s action upon us and in us. So we see in worship the same 
kind of relation that we have found in revelation, in faith, and in many of 
the other topics we have considered; there is indeed the divine initiative, 
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but it completes and realizes itself only in the free cooperative response 
of the human existent. 

With this in mind, we come back to the point that there is a human 
contribution in worship. In the more elaborate kinds of worship, this 
contribution may be considerable. Buildings, furniture, music, ceremonial, 
lights, incense—the whole range of human skills and human experience 
seems to be brought to the act of worship. The very breadth and richness 
of this contribution is a recognition that man’s response to God must be 
a total response and one that extends over the whole range of existence. 
We have already noted the importance of this, in considering how the 
sacraments affect the senses as well as the understanding. However, this 
very richness of the human contribution in worship has its own dangers. 
Worship may come to be prized for itself, as an esthetic enjoyment. 
Worse still, it may degenerate into an idolatry. We have seen that idolatry 
is the basic sin, and that the temptation to it is never far away. Worship 
becomes idolatrous when it is no longer a response to the divine initiative 
but has become the projection of human achievements and self-centered 
aspirations. It is against this kind of worship that one must protest, for its 
effects can be disastrous. False worship can be only distorting for the exis¬ 
tences of those who engage in it. 

But provided that there is no infringement upon the divine initiative 
and no attempt to suppress the note of judgment which is an ever-present 
aspect of this initiative, there is no reason for not permitting the human 
contribution in worship to be as rich as we can make it. Certainly, the 
puritanical demand for “simplicity” in worship is no safeguard against 
idolatrous worship, but is more frequently itself an even subtler kind of 
idolatry and self-righteousness. Man rightly brings to his worship his high¬ 
est achievements, and we shall see later what is the specific justification for 
this in Christian worship. But from the earliest times and in all religions, 
worship and the arts have been closely allied. Architecture, painting, 
sculpture, music, poetry—these have all been closely associated with wor¬ 
ship, not by usurping its function as a response to God, but as ancillary 
to that function and as themselves informed and inspired by the. meaning 
of worship. Here we are concerned only with the theology of worship. 
A complete study of the subject would have to move into the fields of 
esthetics, of psychology, of the history of forms. Yet such a study must 
always come back to its theological foundation, since worship is above all 
the response to God’s approach and action. If this basic point about wor¬ 
ship is kept in mind, namely, that God comes first to us and we respond 
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to him, then we must welcome the fullest and richest contribution that 
man’s arts and skills can make to worship, seeing in this contribution an 
index of the total response which God demands. 

But if we have seen that cult and worship are not to be dismissed as 
man-centered or as magical or as immature attempts to accommodate the 
world to our wishes, we still have some further objections to consider. 
We are told that worship and the services of the Church become a substi¬ 
tute for action, and that they are a kind of escape by which we conceal 
from ourselves the real demands of Christian faith. Again, one can sym¬ 
pathize with this kind of criticism and the accompanying demand for a 
“religionless” Christianity. Worship can become a separate self-contained 
department of life, and when this happens, it deserves censure. If the cult 
or the building in which it takes place or the community which engages 
in it is a separate realm of the sacred to which we withdraw from the 
demands of everyday life, then there would seem to be nothing to com¬ 
mend it. This kind of worship is roundly condemned in the Bible, by the 
Hebrew prophets and then by Jesus and the New Testament writers. But 
Jesus speaks also of “true” worship. If there is a false worship, this should 
not lead us to condemn all worship. We have already seen that the true 
worship is the kind in which the initiative lies with God. To this we must 
now add the further claim that the true worship is continuous with all of 
life. It is no compartment, no special area of the sacred, no escape from 
the real world. This indeed follows, if the divine initiative in worship is 
not suppressed. For if worship is the point at which God or Being touches 
our lives and makes impact upon them, this must be the very center of 
life, and no corner or point out on the periphery. Worship is not a tem¬ 
porary withdrawal from life, but rather the concentration of life, its 
“recollection” in the sense of its gathering together. 

I do not profess to know precisely what Bonhoeffer had in mind when 
he talked about “religionless” Christianity, but when he says that God 
must grasp us at the center of life rather than at its edges, 5 1 do not only 
agree with this but would maintain that this is exactly what happens in 
worship. That is to say, I intend that the word “concentration,” which 
I used in the last paragraph, should be taken in a fairly literal sense. Wor¬ 
ship, in which God comes among us, is the center of existence, and could 
not be anything else, since this very existence of ours flows from God, as 
the mystery of Being. From this center, there move out concentric rings, 
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as it were, through all the concerns of life to its very boundaries. The 
whole of life is thus conformed to the center, and we shall see more 
clearly what this means when we come to discuss the specific form of 
Christian worship. 0 

Most of what has so far been said about worship in this section would 
be descriptive of any true worship whatsoever. Such worship is to be 
understood as a focalizing, as it were, of the divine presence. In genuine 
worship, the divine initiative is not obscured, but recognized so that the 
presence of God is experienced as both judgment and grace; and more¬ 
over this worship is experienced as continuous with the whole of life, the 
center which influences and informs all the concerns of life, out to the 
most peripheral. But now we must consider how these general charac¬ 
teristics of worship appear in specifically Christian worship. 

In discussing the sacraments, we asserted that all Christian worship cen¬ 
ters in the Holy Eucharist, and that this is the norm for worship. Can we 
now develop this assertion further, so as to reach a more comprehensive 
understanding of Christian worship—and perhaps, though this is not our 
concern here, of worship in general? 

I believe that we can. From our earlier discussion of the eucharist, let 
us recall the remarkable way in which it reaches out through different 
dimensions of time. On the one hand, it is a memorial, by which we re¬ 
member the work of Christ. On the other hand, the eucharist has its 
eschatological character, as something that we do “until he comes,” so 
that we not only remember but anticipate. Above all, however, the eucha¬ 
rist is a making-present, bringing both the past event and the future con¬ 
summation into the sacramental act. 

But this bringing into unity the three dimensions of temporality recalls 
our earlier discussion about the realization of selfhood. What constitutes 
a self is precisely the same kind of remarkable relationship among the di¬ 
mensions of temporality that we see in the eucharist. This enables us still 
better to understand what was meant when we said that worship is a kind 
of concentration of life. It is the realization in a particularly intense way 
of the unity of the dimensions of temporality; and since it is this unity 
which constitutes selfhood, then we can make the further claim that wor¬ 
ship is creative of selfhood. 

Yet another point emerges. The achieving of selfhood is a work of 
grace. Authentic selfhood is not ego-centered so that it prizes and seeks 
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to preserve its own being; rather, authentic selfhood goes out beyond it¬ 
self, and find its highest fulfillment in letting-be. It does this not of itself, 
but by letting itself be caught up into the movement of Being, that is to 
say, of the absolute letting-be of God. We have already seen that the 
formation of selfhood in the human existent through the unifying of the 
dimensions of temporality affords a faint analogy to the way in which 
Being reaches through and unifies the dimensions of time. In worship, the 
existent is incorporated into this vaster movement of Being, and in this 
way his selfhood is strengthened and his capacity for letting-be increased. 

To speak in more specifically Christian and eucharistic terms, worship 
is a conformation to Christ. This helps us to see the place of the human 
contribution in worship. It is something like the offertory in the eucharist 
—man brings his gifts and offers them with Christ, so that they and all 
else that he has and is may be conformed to Christ. But since Christ, in 
turn, is like to God, that is to say, the particular being in whom expressive 
Being has most perfectly expressed itself, conformation to Christ means 
conformation to Being, in the sense that the particular being becomes 
more transparent to Being and is thus fulfilled in his being. This is that 
transfiguration of humanity, of which we have spoken, and which the 
patristic writers boldly called “deification” (Otoiroirjms ), incorporation into 
God. The threefold character of the eucharist as remembering, anticipat¬ 
ing, and making-present gathers up in the participant the three temporal 
dimensions that constitute selfhood, but both of these threefold schemes 
belong ultimately within the great all-embracing threefold movement of 
Being as creation-reconciliation-consummation. 

Let us remember too that all that has been described takes place in the 
context of the community, the body of Christ. It is “when we assemble 
and meet together” that the transfiguring movement from an egocentric 
existence to the authentic selfhood of letting-be can take place. The indi¬ 
vidual is one with the worshipping congregation, the congregation is one 
with the whole Church, while the Church, as we have seen, merges with 
the wider community of faith and eschatologically identifies itself with all 
humanity. Our claim then that worship is the center of existence is well 
founded, for it concentrates the movement that goes on throughout the 
whole realm of beings—the movement of creation-reconciliation-consum¬ 
mation. 

With this analysis of worship in relation to existence, we leave the topic 
for the moment in order to turn to the question of prayer. But we shall 
come back shortly to consider more closely how the forms of worship can 
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best promote that conformation of the worshipper to Christ, which is an 
essential character of Christian worship. 


8). PRAYER 

Prayer is a universal phenomenon in the life of faith, and it would be hard 
to imagine any faith or religion without prayer, or something like prayer. 
Obviously, prayer is very close to worship, and many of the things said 
about worship would apply also to prayer. However, prayer is not iden¬ 
tical with worship but rather an element in it. Specifically, when we talk 
of “prayer,” we have in mind ways in which the worshipper expresses 
himself verbally. It is true that we sometimes talk of “silent prayer,” but 
such silence, like silence in music or a significant silence in conversation, 
has meaning only in a context that can be heard and understood. 

This is to say that prayer, including its silences, is a mode of discourse. 
As a mode of discourse, we would expect it to have the characteristics 
which we earlier claimed to belong to all discourse—expression, referring, 
communication. It is not too hard to see how prayer exhibits the first and 
second of these characteristics. All prayer expresses, and perhaps it ex¬ 
presses some of the deepest moods and aspirations of which man is ca¬ 
pable. All prayer refers—there is hardly any situation that cannot be 
brought within the scope of prayer. But can prayer communicate? We 
have seen that the condition for communication is a shared universe of 
discourse, a common stock of ideas and presuppositions. Without such a 
shared background, discourse cannot communicate, or rather, there can¬ 
not be discourse. Often enough, communication breaks down between 
human existents, because they do not have the shared background that 
makes communication possible. How then could we possibly think of 
communication with God or Being? It seems clear that we do not have a 
shared background of ideas with God—the very suggestion is absurd. 

Prayer, then, is no ordinary kind of discourse, yet we must not con¬ 
clude too hastily that it just is not discourse at all. Certainly, it is more 
than a mere inarticulate yearning or beseeching. The use of words in 
prayer gives it a distinctively human character. An animal can beseech, 
but prayer seeks to lift the deepest desires of our human existence to an 
explicit level. 

If we cannot suppose that prayer is a kind of conversation between man 
and God or that the usual conditions for communication can obtain in 
this case, nevertheless we have been committed throughout this book to 
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the idea that there is some affinity between God and man, on the basis of 
which some kind of communion is possible. This affinity has been ex¬ 
pressed in a great many ways. We saw it in the fascinans aspect of the 
holy, an aspect that is just as fundamental as the tremendum; we saw it in 
the notion of revelation, in which, it was claimed, God “addresses” man 
and opens himself to him, though the “address” is not words and sen¬ 
tences; we saw it in the notion of expressive Being, the Word or Logos, 
whereby primordial Being moves out into the openness of the creation; 
above all, we saw it in the doctrine of the incarnation, whereby God ex¬ 
presses himself in a particular being. Admittedly, in all these cases, it is 
God who communicates himself to us. But then, we must say of prayer 
as we have said of worship, that God himself is its author. It is unitive 
Being (the Holy Spirit) that moves us to prayer, in response to the self¬ 
communication of Being, a communication that is possible because Being 
is immanent in every being. Is it then surprising that if we are moved to 
respond to the self-communication of Being, our response is the distinc¬ 
tively human form of words? We are not so foolish as to imagine that 
we can speak to God as we speak to one another. But language is the way 
by which we can give shape to our deepest desires, aspirations, and con¬ 
cerns, and, as it were, hold them up in the presence of holy Being, so that 
they may be submitted both to the grace and judgment of Being. 

I will not repeat points that were made in the section on worship, 
though clearly some of these apply with equal force in the case of prayer. 
In prayer as in worship, the divine initiative is always to be recognized, 
so that what we do or say has the character of response; and prayer, again 
like worship, is not some special department of life, but continuous with 
all our activities. Understood in this way, we can see prayer as a very 
special form of discourse, giving shape and definiteness to that mysterious 
communion between God and man which is founded on the very struc¬ 
ture of our existence as beings whom Being has not only let-be but has 
made open in their being so that they can be understanding, ansv ring, 
and responsible. 

The foregoing remarks on prayer do give some account of various 
kinds of prayer. Prayers of confession, or prayers in which the believer 
explicitly places his existence in the light of Being, subjecting himself to 
judgment; prayers of supplication, in which aspirations for a better life 
are laid out in the presence of holy Being; prayers of thanksgiving, in 
which the worshipper responds in devotion to the grace of Being—in sum, 
all those prayers that have an inward and meditative character can be 
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fairly well understood in terms of the description we have given. We can 
see how such prayers have their part in the process of conformation to 
Christ, as the mediator of Being; and this is something that is recognized 
in the custom of ending Christian prayers with some such phrase as 
“through Jesus Christ, our Lord.” 

But what are we to say about the kind of prayers that are directed 
outward, such as intercessions for other people? Are we perhaps being 
evasive in our account of prayer? We seem to be taking as the norm the 
prayers of saints and mystics, and ignoring prayer as it is commonly un¬ 
derstood and practiced by ordinary Christians. Surely they understand 
prayer as asking God to do quite specific actions in the world, such as 
healing a sick person or sending rain in a drought or preventing the out¬ 
break of war or whatever it may be. 

Let us at once agree that we cannot run away from the problems pre¬ 
sented by these petitionary and intercessory forms of prayer. Let it also 
be made clear that we must stand consistently by all that we have said 
already on the subjects of miracle, providence, divine action, and the like. 
This means that all magical ideas of prayer must be rejected, and of course 
they ought to be. Religion and faith have nothing to do with attempts to 
manipulate the world by occult means. 

Perhaps the first point to be made about petitions offered to God is that 
many of them wither away when they are really brought before God and 
exposed to the judgment of holy Being. We see that they are egocentric, 
and our prayer becomes rather one for grace to accept the existing state 
of affairs. Even our prayers for objects that transcend our personal inter¬ 
ests may often have egocentric motives mixed in with them. However, 
when all egocentric and magical forms of petitionary and intercessory 
prayer have been eliminated, there still remain prayers of this kind that 
can and indeed should be presented to God. It is surely right, for instance, 
to pray for peace; and it is certainly right, in a more general way, to obey 
Christ’s own bidding and pray for the doing of God’s will on earth and 
the coming of his kingdom. 7 

Of course, such prayers, like worship, have to be continuous with the 
rest of life if they are to have any value or significance. A prayer for 
peace is worthless if its motive is simply that the person who offers it does 
not want the disturbance and inconvenience of war. It becomes meaning¬ 
ful if he is also actively concerning himself with reconciliation and the 
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removal of injustices. Petitionary prayer makes sense if we are committing 
ourselves to what we arc praying for, and if we can hold up this kind of 
commitment in the light of holy Being. 

Are we then simply saying that prayers of this kind have only a kind of 
psychological value, in so far as they strengthen commitment on the part 
of the persons who offer them? Is even the prayer that seems to reach out 
beyond the inward needs of the believers into the world at bottom sub¬ 
jective, a kind of exercise to produce a right frame of mind in those who 
engage in such prayer? It seems to me that few Christians would be satis¬ 
fied with this answer. In any case, it rests on much too individualistic a 
view of the human existent. Prayer takes place in the context of the com¬ 
munity, and beyond that, in the context of Being. It seems to me that 
without falling into any magical or fanciful notions on the subject, one 
may readily admit that prayer has repercussions beyond the life of the 
person or persons who actually offer the prayer. Let us think for a mo¬ 
ment of the prayer for the coming of the kingdom. While on the one 
hand this prayer may be a strengthening of one’s own commitment to 
Christ’s kingdom, may we not also believe that the sincere prayer of faith 
is a strengthening of the movement of Being itself in its threefold action 
of creation-reconciliation-consummation? For this, as we have seen, is not 
something that proceeds just automatically, but something that needs 
man’s free response and cooperation. So where one person or group of 
persons pray for the coming of the kingdom and commit themselves more 
deeply in faith, this means an “objective” strengthening of the kingdom 
beyond the lives of the actual persons concerned. 

We may put the same point somewhat differently by saying that peti¬ 
tionary prayer, rightly understood, is never an attempt to manipulate 
God (that is precisely magic!) or an attempt to persuade him to do what 
he might not otherwise have done. Rather, we have to begin from the 
idea that God is already aiming at the highest good of all his creatures. 
What hinders the fulfilling of his love in them is the resistance offered 
by human wills, exercising their limited freedom to impede the work of 
creation-reconciliation-consummation. When we pray therefore for the 
realization of some goal, we are not trying to bend God’s will to ours 
but, on the contrary, to bend our wills to his and to remove the resis¬ 
tances that are standing in the way of his love. It is for this reason that 
those who have advanced furthest in prayer recognize that it is not so 
much a case of their praying to God as of the Holy Spirit praying in 
them, striving with them for their cooperation. And because of that soli- 
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d a rity, already noted, of all human beings with each other, the prayers 
of an individual or a group afford a way of ingress for the unitive Spirit 
into the closely knit texture of human society, so that the effects of the 
prayer may be experienced far beyond the lives of those who are con¬ 
sciously and explicitly engaged in prayer. 

Something may be said here also about the relation between prayers of 
asking (petitions and intercessions) and prayers which are meditative or 
contemplative. It is the latter kinds of prayer that immerse the believer 
in the mind of Christ, so that his petitions are formed by that mind and 
he learns to ask aright. All this, in turn, takes place in the context of the 
community. 

The need to see prayer in the context of the community of faith is also 
the best safeguard against egocentric aberrations in prayer. No doubt 
there is a place for private prayer, yet such prayer must be subordinated 
to common prayer, and the individual experience submitted to the wider 
experience and wisdom of the community. Within the community, classic 
forms of prayer have been developed that express its mind as it responds 
to the advent of God in grace and judgment. In the Christian community, 
we give pride of place to the Lord’s Prayer, and then to the classic prayers 
and liturgies of the Church. The individual need not indeed confine him¬ 
self to these prayers, and sometimes he will feel the need for some sponta¬ 
neous expression suited to his particular situation. But the common prayers 
of the community remain as guidelines and norms to protect against ego- 
centricity and occultism. 


86 . VARIETIES OF_ SPIRITUALITY 

The eucharist is the center of Christian prayer and worship, but it has 
become surrounded by many other acts of prayer and devotion. These 
are designed to extend the pattern of the eucharist into all of life. There 
are the other sacraments, the daily offices built up of psalms, scripture 
lessons, and prayers, together with many special devotions that have de¬ 
veloped in the Church. These constitute a structure that reinforces the 
pattern of the Christian life in the existence of those u'ho engage in them. 
At this point we touch on the border of a special discipline without seek¬ 
ing to invade it—the discipline of ascetical theology which studies the 
development and deepening of the spiritual life through the practices of 
prayer, worship, and self-discipline. 

The word “spirituality” is commonly used for the process of learning 
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by which the disciple becomes more proficient in the Christian life and 
advances along the way of sanctification. But it is important to guard 
against common misunderstandings of what is intended. Spirituality is not 
a retreat or escape into an inner world, for spirit is precisely the capacity 
to go out, and the truly spiritual person is the one who is able to go out 
or to exist in the full dynamic sense. Furthermore, although we have 
called spirituality a process of learning, the disciple is not aiming directly 
at sanctification, as if this were a human work or achievement. He is 
learning to look consistently beyond himself, even to forget himself. Only 
a perverted spirituality is concerned with one’s own condition, and true 
sanctification comes as a gift to those who have been reaching out to God 
and their neighbors. 

Every individual human being is a unique creation, and so there must 
be many patterns of spirituality to suit the many needs and temperaments. 
A minority in the Church will devote themselves almost exclusively to 
contemplative prayer. “The monk,” wrote Thomas Merton, “is one who 
is called to give himself exclusively to the one thing necessary for all men 
—the search for God.” s Since the Church is a differentiated body or 
people, there is certainly a place within it for the religious life of prayer, 
and those who are praying, it must be remembered, pray on behalf of all, 
just as the Church itself can be considered representative of all. Even 
within the religious life itself there are, of course, different emphases and 
different ways of dividing the day. Another minority group is consti¬ 
tuted by the Christian mystics. They have often been suspect because, in 
their claim to have a direct vision of God, they seem to have bypassed 
the normal Christian channels of worship; or again because their some¬ 
times elaborate methods seem too much like an attempt to take away the 
initiative from God. But the best of them escape these criticisms and have 
brought great enrichment to Christianity. Their importance today lies 
not least in the fact that the mystic wav affords a link with Eastern reli- 

J 9 

gions. At the opposite extreme is another minority group—the activists 
who see little point in spending time in prayer and meditation, and claim 
that their prayer takes the form of service to the neighbor. But the great 
majority of Christians follow none of these minority ways. The majority 
lives in the alternation of prayer and action, though these are not sepa¬ 
rated. Prayer, we have seen, is the concentration in explicit moments of 
that which is supportive of all of life, while action is in turn suffused with 
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prayer. But the modes and times of prayer, and the balance of prayer and 
action, are matters which each has to work out for himself. 

The aim of all is the vision of God and communion with God—or 
rather, we should say an ever-deepening vision and communion, for we 
have seen that the Christian pilgrimage does not come to an end but al¬ 
ways keeps its dynamic character. We would agree with St. Gregory of 
Nyssa: “The perfect life is the one whose progress into perfection is not 
limited by any boundary.” n And he gave a very good reason for his 
teaching: God is inexhaustible, and there can be no end to our participa¬ 
tion and exploration in him. 

There are many ways toward the vision, but the vision itself is one and 
exercises a control over the plurality of spiritual disciplines. There is 
something like a classic pattern of prayer, worship, and spiritual progress. 


8 7. THE SHAPE OF CHRISTIAN WORSHIP 

The last section ended by stressing the normative value of the classic 
forms of prayer, and something further will now be said about the im¬ 
portance of form in worship and prayer generally. Again, let it be said 
that we do not intend to be drawn into the special field of liturgies, which 
involves questions of history, psychology, esthetics, and other matters 
besides theology. But it is part of the business of theology to indicate its 
own contribution toward the problems of liturgies, and of course this 
theological contribution is a fundamental one. 

Here, as in the other themes treated under the heading of “applied the¬ 
ology,” we have the tension between fixed forms on the one hand and 
spontaneity on the other. A too rigid formalism can imprison and even kill 
that authentic worship that is “in spirit and in truth.” Thus within the 
Christian Church there have been revolts against liturgical forms, and 
attempts to practice a worship that is “free” and that will more truly 
express the spontaneity of man’s response to God. But even these non- 
liturgical kinds of prayer and worship tend to develop a form of their 
own. Our own attitude in this matter is like the one we have adopted in 
connection which the Church, the ministry, and the sacraments—that is to 
say, we stress the need for definite forms, yet recognize that there must 
be sufficient diversity and flexibility in these forms to preserve the spon¬ 
taneity and richness of prayer and worship. We believe that liturgical 
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forms, and especially those classic forms that the Church has developed 
over the centuries, are the best protection for the authentic but delicate 
movements of Christian prayer and worship. These forms preserve their 
communal character and safeguard against individual aberrations and per¬ 
versions. Yet on the other hand the forms must be subordinated to the 
matter for which they are the vehicles, and certainly they must not be¬ 
come so rigid and immutable as to stifle the inward significance of prayer 
and worship. 

For the fundamental shape of Christian worship, we turn again to the 
eucharist, as the norm of such worship. The variety of eucharistic rites is 
itself an evidence of the flexibility which Christian worship exhibits in the 
face of the variety of human needs and the variety of ways in which man 
responds to God. Nevertheless, it seems to me that throughout all these 
varieties of the eucharistic rite, a definite form or sequence is discernible. 
There are three elements in this. The first is the approach to God through 
penitence. In some rites, this may be the first part of the actual public 
office. In other cases, it may be a preparation that is undertaken by the 
worshippers before the office begins—and probably there will be such 
preparation even when this mood of penitence is summed up again in the 
opening phase of the office. This penitential approach corresponds to 
St. Paul’s recommendation of self-examination before receiving com¬ 
munion. 10 We have already seen that where self-examination still leaves a 
troubled conscience, the Church offers the sacrament of penance. 11 The 
penitential approach is reflected too in the ancient custom of coming to 
communion fasting. The second element is the ministry of the word, the 
first half of the main part of the eucharistic office, after the opening phase. 
In the ministry of the word, the scriptures are read, usually a homily is 
preached, and the people respond in the reciting of the creed. This is 
the bringing to them of the good news, and the renewal and confirming 
of their faith. The third part is the eucharist proper—the consecration and 
offering of the sacramental body and blood of Christ, and the receiving 
of them by the faithful. This third and culminating element is incor¬ 
poration. 

The three elements then are the penitential approach, instruction and 
commitment in faith, and incorporation into the body of Christ. It is not 
hard to recognize in this a kind of summary or compression of the Chris- 

10 1 Cor. 11:28. 

11 See above, p. 484. 
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tian life, for it will be remembered that this was described in terms of 
conviction of sin and repentance, election and justification by faith, and 
sanctification in the fellowship of the Holy Spirit. 12 If we want a con¬ 
venient terminology in which to speak of the three elements that have 
been mentioned, it is not, I think, inaccurate to view them as correspond¬ 
ing to the three “wavs” of the Christian life described bv mystical writers 
—the purgative way, the illuminative way, and the unitive way. 

What we are saying then is that eucharistic worship compresses the 
Christian life into the action of the liturgy. This is a further illustration 
of our point that worship (and especially eucharistic worship) “concen¬ 
trates” existence. On this occasion, our analysis differs from the earlier 
one because we are now concerned with form and order, whereas then 
we were concerned with content. The two analyses, however, comple¬ 
ment one another. Worship concentrates existence by creating selfhood 
and conforming the existent to Christ; and this process of conformation is 
promoted by the summing up in the act of worship of the form and order 
of the Christian life. 

The shape of Christian worship is further expanded in the cycle of the 
Christian year. The penitential seasons of Advent and Lent lead the wor¬ 
shippers along the purgative way. The remembering and proclaiming of 
God’s mighty acts in Christ and the new life which they open to mankind 
is the illuminative way that instructs and confirms the worshippers in 
faith. And the so-called “green Sundays” that follow the feasts of Whit¬ 
sunday and Trinity Sunday are the period of growth and sanctification 
when the unitive action of the Spirit builds up the Church, so that we 
can speak of the unitive way. 

Of course, these indications of shape and form are not to be taken too 
strictly, as if one could sharply distinguish them, either in the mass or in 
the Christian life or in the liturgical year. We have deliberately avoided 
any talk of “stages,” and it will be remembered from our discussion of the 
Christian life that it w'as insisted that one does not go through stages once 
for all, but that the process is repeated again and again, though presum¬ 
ably with deepening effect and with an overall movement toward the 
goal. This is recognized in the cyclic character of Christian worship, each 
little cycle recurring within a greater one. 

We have seen then how prayer and worship lie at the center of Chris¬ 
tian existence, and how they build up selfhood, authentic community, 
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and ultimately (such is the Christian hope) the kingdom of God. But 
while we have spoken of the center and of the concentration of human 
existence at that point where God’s advent and epiphany take place, where 
his grace and judgment are opened to us, we have said little so far about 
the spread from the center through the various concentric areas of our 
existence. We have indeed insisted that the center must be continuous 
with all the rest of existence, out to its very periphery, and that this center 
is not a separate region of the “sacred.” If faith is indeed an overarching 
commitment, as we saw it to be in the early parts of this book, then it 
must be formative for the whole of life. If the presence of God, known 
in worship, is more than a luxury or an esthetic enjoyment, the pattern 
which it forms must spread into all the concerns of life. So this brings us 
to the final theme in applied theology—the relation of Christian faith to 
conduct and ethics. 
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Christianity 
in the World 


88. CHRISTIANITY AND ETHICS 

The theme of the present chapter is beautifully summed up in a sentence 
of W. Adams Brown: “The sense of God’s presence, which is the crown 
of the religious life, reaches over into the sphere of ethics and glorifies 
it.” 1 I say that this sums up the theme to be unfolded in the present 
chapter, and it does so for two reasons. The quotation recognizes, as we 
have done in the earlier parts of this book, that the heart of religion is the 
awareness of the divine presence, so that this awareness will be the deter¬ 
minative factor in any distinctively Christian understanding of ethics; and 
the quotation further recognizes, as we have consistently done, that the 
Christian contribution is continuous with our “natural” endowment, for 
the sense of God’s presence does not create a new ethic but rather “glori¬ 
fies” the ethic that is already there—and the expression seems to mean that 
we are enabled to understand the moral life in a new light and a new 
depth. 

We have been brought to consider the implications of Christian theol¬ 
ogy for the moral life by our study of the sacraments and worship which, 
we have claimed, put the presence of God and the process of conforma¬ 
tion to Christ at the center of life, so that from this center the transform¬ 
ing influence of the divine grace must spread out even to our most pe¬ 
ripheral interests. But not only the past two or three chapters, but our 
whole study of Christian theology has led us up to this point of consider¬ 
ing its application to the daily problems of human existence. We took our 
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start from an analysis of this existence itself, as it is disclosed generally in 
the very act of existing. Now that we have studied this existence in the 
light of the Christian revelation, we come back to it, hoping to see it in a 
new depth and to have fresh light on its problems. 

But the unbroken connection from first to last stresses our point that we 
make no sharp separation between man’s natural understanding of him¬ 
self and the understanding that is given in revelation, or between the 
understanding that we find in the Christian religion and that which is 
attained in other faiths. To use the expression which we have used so 
often and which we have tried to explain in various connections, the dif¬ 
ference between “natural” and “revealed” is not that the latter sees any¬ 
thing different or anything additional, but the same things are seen “in 
depth,” that is to say, in the light and transparency of Being. This con¬ 
tinuity is nowhere more obvious than in the field of ethics. The great 
world religions come nearer to each other in their moral teaching than 
anywhere else, and unite in demanding of their adherents love, compas¬ 
sion, altruism; and in this respect, they stand nearest also to the best secu¬ 
lar ethics. Nothing could be more arrogant than the absurd claim that 
Christianity has some kind of monopoly of the good life, though, regret¬ 
tably, this claim is sometimes made. Yet, on the other hand, the Christian 
understanding of existence and Being is bound to have a very profound 
effect on the way in which adherents of the Christian faith conceive the 
good life, and I certainly wish to maintain that the moral life is in a very 
significant way illuminated in new depth by the Christian faith. 

In the field of ethics, as in the other fields we have considered, it is 
necessary to maintain that dialectical tension which is so characteristic of 
Christian theology. The understanding of the moral life in Christian faith 
is, on the one hand, continuous with the understanding that belongs to 
human existence as such; yet, on the other hand, this faith “glorifies” or 
gives new depth to our “natural” morality. Although I shall stress the 
continuity of the Christian ethic with man’s natural moral aspirations, I 
hope to do justice also to the distinctive quality of a morality that is in¬ 
formed by grace and revelation, so that the Christian ethic is not presented 
only in terms of continuity, but in terms of a genuine transfiguration. 
This is surely in line with all that has already been said about our human 
existence in this world. If we take seriously sin and the need for repen¬ 
tance and justification, then we have already denied a mere continuity; 
and if we go on to visualize the Christian life as man’s cooperation in the 
divine work of letting-be, then we are seeing his moral aspirations “glori- 
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fied” or “transfigured,” and given a new seriousness and dignity beyond 
what “natural” morality discloses. 

We have already had an interesting illustration of the kind of thing that 
we have in mind, when we took note of the deepening of the conception 
of sin in the light of Christian teaching. We began with that uneasy sense 
that existence is not in order—a sense that belongs to the “natural” man, 
that is to say, to all human existence in virtue of its basic existentialitv; 
then we found that our understanding of sin was deepened and enlarged 
when we saw it in the light of the biblical doctrines of creation and provi¬ 
dence; but even this was still an interim understanding of sin, and its full 
depth was seen only in the light of the atonement, with its dual aspects 
of grace and judgment. 2 

There has been a similar progression on the positive side. At an early 
stage of our inquiry, we met the phenomenon of conscience, as a kind of 
synoptic self-knowing belonging to existence as such; conscience was in 
turn seen to be associated with the quest for selfhood, a quest which is 
likewise intrinsic to existence itself; then the doctrine of creation showed 
how the kind of being that opens up as the potentiality for the human 
existent is characterized bv letting-be; and finally, this upper level to¬ 
ward which human existence tends as the fulfillment of its potentialities 
was illuminated in terms of christhood and sonship. 3 

These successive analyses, which moved from the general disclosedness 
of existence without a radical break into the sharper definitions that come 
out of the Christian revelation, established the case for what has been 
traditionally known as “natural law.” We are not to think of this as some 
basic, unchanging corpus of commands and prohibitions. Our concep¬ 
tion of man as “existing,” that is to sav, as not having a fixed “nature” 
but standing in the openness of possibility, rules out the idea of an un¬ 
changing law based on an unchanging “nature.” If there is any unchang¬ 
ing formulation of natural law, it could be only in the most general, and 
therefore the emptiest, of terms, as, for instance, St. Thomas’ formulation 
of the first precept of the natural law: “Good is to be done and promoted, 
and evil is to be avoided.” 4 This, of course, can become the basis for more 
detailed formulations, and we might understand the Ten Commandments 
as an attempt to formulate some of the basic features of the natural law. 
Yet even a formulation so simple and universal in its appeal as the Deca- 

2 Sec above, pp. 68-73, 259-267, 338-339. 

3 See above, pp. 63-64, 231, 300. 

4 Swmna Theologiae, la Ilac, q. 94, a. 2. 
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logue is shaped by particular historical and cultural conditions. If we are 
to talk of “natural law” (as I believe we should) as meaning the moral 
awareness that belongs to man in virtue of the existentiality into which 
he has been created, we must at the same time avoid the error of suggest¬ 
ing an unchanging body of clearly formulated precepts, based on a sup¬ 
posedly unchanging nature. We must look in the direction suggested by 
J. V. Langmead Casserley: “The natural law for men must necessarily 
grow and expand as man’s potentialities and responsibilities are deepened 
and widened through his gradual fulfillment of God’s purpose in creating 
him. Natural law doctrine is not conservative. . . . We might even de¬ 
scribe ‘natural law’ as an existential concept. Natural law is the insurgent 
authenticity.” 5 

We have seen in the doctrine of creation how man, in his freedom 
and responsibility, has a share of creativity and cooperates with God in 
the shaping of the world. More and more, man takes over the direction of 
“nature”—both external nature and his own nature, that is to say, those 
elements of his being that are simply “given.” As this process goes on, ir is 
clear that “natural law,” in the sense explained above, must have flexibility. 
What might have been against natural law at one time may not still be 
against it as man, fulfilling his destiny, reshapes his own “nature” or de¬ 
velops it or reduces the area of the “given” by bringing more of his being 
under his conscious responsible will. One obvious controversial example 
of these matters is the question of contraception or birth control. On the 
one hand, man has, by better health arrangements, extended his life-span 
and his chances of survival far beyond what was once “natural,” that is 
to say, simply given. No one condemns this. On the other hand, then, 
surely it is equally in order to take over from nature control of procre¬ 
ation, and to ach ve in a responsible way by suitable techniques that bal¬ 
ance between new life and death which was once regulated by the merely 
“given” factors in both man and his environment, for some such regula¬ 
tion is required if we are to have regard to the quality of existence and 
not just to the biological (and probably miserable) proliferation of life. 

Of course, there are terrible risks lying all along the way. But these 
are the risks inherent in creation itself, and man cannot back away from 
the demand that he take over control more and more. We hear of re¬ 
sponsibilities in the future that frighten us, such as the possibility of so- 


5 “Literal Catholicism,” in The American Church Quarterly, vol. V, p. 87 (italics 
mine). 
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called “genetic engineering.” There will be those who will think of this 
as a kind of usurping of divine prerogatives, and the assuming of godlike 
powers by man. But we have seen that it is man’s destiny to be godlike. 
There is no usurpation of the divine, if the taking over of new powers is 
done not with proud autonomy but with a sense of stewardship and a 
consciousness of the divine grace and judgment over man. Certainly I 
cannot see that any supposed unchanging natural law could be invoked 
against such developments, or that it would be likely to halt them. 

Thus, as we understand the expression “natural law,” it lies beyond 
any formulation except the simplest and emptiest, and the word “natural” 
points only to what belongs universally to man’s existentiality. We mean 
the tendency toward fulfillment that is intrinsic to existence itself. This 
is the tendency to actualize selfhood, but since there cannot be selfhood 
without community, it is also the tendency toward authentic community. 
In terms of our existential-ontological approach, we may say that the 
natural law directs toward letting-be, which is both the highest potential¬ 
ity for the existent and is also the essence of Being (God). It is entirely in 
line with our general approach to theology to hold that the specific task 
of a Christian ethic or moral theology is to help us to understand in the 
depth and fullness of the Christian revelation the tendencies, aspirations, 
and obligations that already belong to us in virtue of the “natural law.” 

Just as some Protestant theologians hold that there is no continuity be¬ 
tween the Christian revelation and what they regard as the merely human 
wisdom of philosophy or of the non-Christian faiths, so they deny any 
continuity between the Christian ethic and natural law. We must there¬ 
fore spend some time in defending the case for continuity in ethics, just 
as we have defended continuity elsewhere. Moreover, as we discuss these 
matters, it will become clearer what is meant by the “depth” or “illumina¬ 
tion” which, we have claimed, the Christian revelation brings to man’s 
“natural” moral strivings; and in the end, it is the distinctive Christian 
contribution that we wish to bring out. 

It seems to me that both continuity and a new depth can be clearly 
illustrated from Jesus’ own ethical teaching. On the one hand, there is 
surely no question about the continuity of his teaching with Old Testa¬ 
ment ethics and so with the “natural law.” However revolutionary he may 
have been, Jesus understood himself as standing in the Hebrew tradition. 
His aim, he says, is to fulfill the law, not to destroy it. c It is true that he is 


0 Matt. 5:17. 
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strongly opposed to all legalism and self-righteousness. Apparently, too, 
he had little use for minute regulations concerning the sabbath and the 
like. He befriended sinners and outcasts. He strongly asserted the primacy 
of love and charity. He showed extraordinary freedom toward the law, 
especially in the so-called “antitheses” where he radically reinterprets the 
traditional laws. 7 8 9 10 Yet all this need not be understood as destroying con¬ 
tinuity. Actually, we know that many of Jesus’ sayings can be paralleled 
from the words of other Jewish teachers; and although Christian apolo¬ 
gists sometimes set up a sharp contrast between “Jewish legalism” and 
the ethic of Jesus, what they represent as “Jewish legalism” is often a 
mere caricature. We can learn from such Jewish writers as Martin Buber 
or, for that matter, from the Hebrew scriptures themselves, that inward¬ 
ness, charity, and humanity were by no means foreign to the law. The 
Hebrew ideal of the righteous man, as depicted in Job, s is no narrowly 
legalistic one. Buber, pointing out that “ torah ” means not “law” but “in¬ 
struction,” claims that Jesus and Judaism (both biblical and post-biblical) 
have been at one in fighting against the perversion of torah into a merely 
external legalism, and have sought rather “to extend the hearing of the 
word to the whole dimension of human existence.” n 

Yet while we recognize this continuity, we have also to acknowledge 
or rather to assert that in a signal way Jesus lets us see the law in a new 
depth. He directs attention away from overt behavior as the fulfilling (or 
not fulfilling) of laws, to existential attitudes. These attitudes are what 
determines conduct, and since these attitudes in turn constitute the faith 
(or lack of faith) by which selfhood is formed (or missed), conduct is 
firmly linked to the formative influences of faith. In stressing the existen¬ 
tial basis of conduct, Jesus also directs attention to the concrete situation 
rather than to general rules. This comes out above all in his conception of 
the “neighbor,” the person with whom we are in direct confrontation. 70 
Most strikingly of all, there is the radicalizing of the moral demand, which 
gets expressed in extreme and apparently “impractical” formulations, such 
as that we should not resist evil or that we should love our enemies. 11 
Here, it might seem, there is no longer any continuity with “natural law” 
but rather a complete reversal of its promptings. But the full significance 


7 Mart. 5:2 iff. 

8 Job 31: iff. 

9 T'zvo Types of Faith , p. 58. 

10 Luke io:29ff. 

n Marr. 5:39, 44. 
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of this demand for “radical obedience” (as Bultmann has called it) is to 
be seen in the career of Jesus himself, as the one who was obedient even 
to the cross. 12 We have seen that it was this self-emptying, this absolute 
letting-bc, that constitutes Jesus the Christ, so that we confess him as the 
incarnate Word. 1 ’ 1 Yet however far this christhood is from the imperfect 
humanity that we see every day in ourselves, we nevertheless perceived 
that because humanity is not something fixed but stands in the openness 
of possibility, this very humanity is at its upper limit continuous with 
christhood—if, indeed, we are not going to think of Christ in docetic 
terms. So the radical obedience which Christ both demanded and exem¬ 
plified is after all, and despite the fact that the connection has been so 
sadly obscured by sin, continuous with the “natural law,” that is to say, 
with those potentialities for fulfillment that God placed in man at crea¬ 
tion. Jesus’ ethical teaching reveals the obscured and forgotten depths. 

In the ethical teaching of St. Paul, one can likewise trace both the no¬ 
tion of continuity with “natural law” and the novel depth that had been 
given to the moral situation by the Christian revelation. On the one hand, 
he has something like an explicit conception of natural law, for he talks 
of the Gentiles as having a “law written in their hearts,” 14 and apparently 
thinks of the content of this law as similar to the content of the law of 
Israel. This natural law is also associated with conscience, and St. Paul is 
the first Christian writer to use the term “conscience.” St. Paul is indeed 
critical of the law conceived as a way to salvation. He seems to think that 
both the natural law and the law of Israel simply reveal man’s sinfulness 
and his impotence to fulfill the demands intrinsic to his own existence. 
This in turn points to the need for grace, and for justification by faith. 
But we have seen already that justification is not to be separated from 
sanctification. 15 Having established faith, and with it, hope and love, as 
the foundations of Christian existence, St. Paul still sees the law as provid¬ 
ing the guidelines for our life on earth. The law is not “made void” by 
grace, but “established.” 10 The point he is making is that self-sufficient 
moral endeavor will not lead to salvation, but that entry upon the Chris¬ 
tian way of salvation brings moral renewal as part of that whole “new 
creation” w'hich is Christian existence and yet which, we must say, is also 

12 Phil. 2:8. 

13 Sec above, pp. 302-303. 

14 Rom. 2:15. 

33 Sec above, p. 343. 

30 Rom. 3:31. 
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the fulfilling of the potentialities of creation. The “new creation” is the 
man “in Christ,” the man whose life is conformed in the body of Christ to 
the dying and rising of Christ, and in which therefore love is paramount. 17 

The manner in which the Christian ethic combines continuity with dis¬ 
tinctiveness gets its classic illustration in the history of theology from 
St. Thomas’ treatment of the virtues. 18 He brings together the four “car¬ 
dinal virtues” of classical philosophy and the three “theological virtues” 
of the New Testament. The four cardinal virtues may be taken as sum¬ 
ming up man’s “natural” aspirations for the good, that is to say, the ten¬ 
dencies toward fullness of being that are intrinsic to existence. The three 
theological virtues are not, strictly speaking, additional virtues, but rather 
they supply an additional dimension to the moral life, so that it is seen 
in a new depth. 

We have already said something about faith, hope, and love as basic 
characteristics of the Christian life. 10 Here it will be sufficient to add a 
few remarks on their significance for ethics. 

Faith, as acceptance and commitment, is fundamental to the realization 
of selfhood. We are concerned, however, not with any and every faith 
or with a merely formal conception of faith, but with specifically Chris¬ 
tian faith. This is directed to Jesus Christ, the incarnate Word, the par¬ 
ticular being in whom expressive Being has most fully expressed itself. 
The center of this Christian faith is therefore the incarnation, the presence 
and manifestation, or the advent and epiphany, of Being among the beings. 
Thus, as was stated at the beginning of the present section, the awareness 
of the divine presence becomes the determinative factor in any distinc¬ 
tively Christian understanding of ethics. Differently stated, this means an 
extension of the sacramental principle to the whole of life, the movement 
out from the center of which we have already spoken. How this move¬ 
ment occurs, we shall see later. But for the present, it is enough to note 
that the faith that holy Being presents and manifests itself in the neighbor 
and even in material things lends a new depth to the world and pro¬ 
foundly influences behavior in it. 

Hope belongs to the eschatological dimension of the Christian life and, 
from the ethical point of view, provides a dynamic to action. Many moral 
philosophers have noted that if moral ideals have to be realized in an 
alien or indifferent world, then the moral task is a harsh and discouraging 


17 II Cor. 5:17; etc. 

18 Simrma Tbeologiae, la Ilac, qq. 61-62. 

19 See above, pp. 345-350. 
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one; while, on the other hand, if the very structure of Being supports 
moral aspirations, then one can embark on the moral life with an enthusi¬ 
asm and confidence that would be hard to attain otherwise. We are not 
concerned here with any “moral arguments” for the existence of God or 
with the question of whether morality needs to be “completed” or filled 
out by religion. After all, it may be the case that morality and human 
existence with it just do not make sense. Yet even to say this is to indicate 
the difference which the Christian hope makes in the human approach to 
morality. A philosophy which takes existence (and a fortiori morality) to 
be absurd is surely less likely to spur moral endeavor than the faith that 
creation is good and moves toward the good. Of course, if this were sim¬ 
ply a fatalistic belief, then again it might produce indifference and inac¬ 
tion. But if it is understood in Christian terms as the coworking of divine 
grace and human endeavor, then it would be difficult to imagine any more 
powerful moral dynamic. 

Finally, the good, or the goal of moral striving, is exhibited with a 
new clarity and depth as Christian love—that is to say, not any and every 
love, but the love revealed in Jesus Christ as absolute letting-be. The good 
is fullness of being, and this in turn is letting-be. The whole Christian in¬ 
terpretation of the world as creation-reconciliation-consummation points 
to the end, or summnm bonum, as that perfect community of love in God 
which we call the “kingdom of God,” and it already sees the actualizing 
of this in the incarnation and in the extension of the incarnation in the 
Church. Yet the vision extends far beyond the borders of the recogniz¬ 
ably Christian Church to embrace all men and all beings. 

An attempt has been made in the foregoing paragraphs to delineate 
some of the basic considerations that will shape a Christian view of moral¬ 
ity, and to show how such a view is both continuous with “natural law” 
and yet makes its own very distinctive contribution. The working out 
in detail of the principles of Christian behavior belongs to moral theology, 
and like the other specialized studies on which we have impinged in our 
discussions of “applied theology,” moral theology involves not only theo¬ 
logical questions but questions belonging to other disciplines that make a 
study of human behavior in its many activities. We do not intend there¬ 
fore to invade the field of the moral theologian, but are only concerned to 
draw such implications from our general theology as may be helpful to¬ 
ward the work of those who make a special study of Christian ethics. 
Nevertheless, there are some matters that it is legitimate for us to pursue 
further, and among other things, we have still to fulfill our promise of 
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showing how the center of worship moves out to shape all the activities 
of life. 


8 p. THE TRANSFIGURATION OF THE WORLD 
In our discussion of the sacraments and of worship, we found ourselves 
led to make the claim that these constitute a center of existence, and that 
through this concentration or intensification, existence is brought to fuller 
levels of being, so that there are actualized authentic selfhood and au¬ 
thentic community. We have expressed the same processes in more spe¬ 
cifically Christian language as conformation to Christ and incorporation 
into Christ. But this center, it was asserted, becomes formath for the 
whole existence out to its periphery, and it was here that we sa\ the rele¬ 
vance to ethics. The whole of life and existence is to be penetrated by the 
grace of Being, and the entire creation is to be transfigured in the direc¬ 
tion of that goal when its fullest potentialities for being will have been 
realized. Yet this process can go on only through the free cooperation of 
those responsible agents that have been brought forth in creation. Between 
where we now are and the eschatological transfiguration of the world lies 
the sphere of ethical action. The community of faith, as the spearhead of 
God’s acting in the world, should also be in the van of ethical action, be¬ 
cause ethics, as we have seen, takes on a new depth and seriousness in the 
community of faith. Response to the moral demand, as seen in the light of 
revelation, is the step by which the community of faith cooperates in its 
present situation with the action of Being for the penetration of all cre¬ 
ation by the grace of Being, and makes its indispensable contribution to¬ 
ward the eschatological transfiguration of creation. 

But this doctrine of the relevance of worship and the sacraments to the 
ethical tasks of mankind stands in need of fuller support than we have 
so far provided. To many people, worship and the sacraments appear as 
merely survivals with no relevance to the problems of the contemporary- 
world, or perhaps at best they may appear as props for the weak-minded 
and to have little contribution to offer. This is far from our own assertion 
of their centrality, and it is this assertion that we have to vindicate. 

It seems to me that if we look again at the Christian sacramental struc¬ 
ture, we can see that it does in a very remarkable way establish its rele¬ 
vance to everyday life, and itself provides a channel for continuity between 
the worshipping center of life and the bewildering range of problems 
that confront man in the many areas in which he has to live out his life 
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in the world. This sacramental channel is the one sacrament which we 
did not discuss in the earlier chapters but have deferred to the present— 
the sacrament of holy matrimony. In taking marriage into its sacramental 
structure, the Church breaks down the barrier between the sacred and the 
secular, declares its concern with our worldly, embodied existence, and 
provides for the impact of the divine grace upon our everyday activities. 
At first sight, it may seem strange that matrimony is reckoned a sacrament 
at all. Yet the recognition of its sacramental character forms an indis¬ 
pensable link between worship and life, and Christian marriage becomes 
the gateway through which the grace of holy Being made present in the 
sacraments can penetrate the wider world of human relationships. 

Marriage, of course, is a “natural” institution as well as being a Chris¬ 
tian sacrament, and as a natural institution, it is a far wider phenomenon. 
Here we must recognize the continuity between the natural institution 
and the Christian sacrament. The relation between them is to be under¬ 
stood in the way outlined in the preceding section. The so-called “natural” 
institution already contains in nuce that which is unfolded and understood 
in new depth in the light of the Christian revelation. At a very early stage 
of this book we already indicated what is the “natural” or the universal 
existential content of this particular phenomenon, when we said that sex 
is the most obvious indicator of the fundamentally communal character 
of human existence, no single existent being complete in himself or her¬ 
self. 20 Marriage is the institutional form which protects and stabilizes the 
sexual relation. But this means that in the “natural” order, marriage is the 
simplest and most fundamental form of human community. For this rea¬ 
son alone, marriage is well fitted to be taken into the sacramental structure 
of the Christian religion and made the gateway whereby divine grace can 
enter and penetrate the whole complex structure of man’s communal life. 

But if we agree that marriage as a natural institution has the character 
of the simplest and most fundamental human community, what are we to 
say about the distinctively Christian understanding of marriage? What 
depth does the Christian revelation bring to the understanding of mar¬ 
riage, and what does it mean to recognize its sacramental character? The 
answer to these questions is surely to be found in the parallel which the 
New Testament draws between the marriage bond and the relation be¬ 
tween Christ and his Church. On the one hand, marriage—and this is true 
of marriage as a “natural” institution—is contrasted as a personal, loving 


20 See above, pp. 66-67. 
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relationship of the sexes with undisciplined sexual lust as something that 
is destructive of selfhood and community. 21 On the other hand, marriage 
is presented distinctively in terms of Christ’s love for the Church. 22 Christ 
“loved the Church” and “gave himself for it”; he lets it be, and the Church 
in turn is his body and the extension of his incarnation. The Church is 
incorporated into Christ, and thus becomes the community of Being, where 
existence is brought to the fulfillment of its potentialities. This high doc¬ 
trine of Christ and the Church becomes the paradigm for understanding 
the relation of those who are made “one flesh” in Christian marriage. 

To attempt to draw out all the implications of this parallel and to point 
to its limitations as well as to its positive contribution would take us be¬ 
yond what is required for our theological argument. For a brief but suf¬ 
ficient statement of this understanding of marriage sacramentally in terms 
of the relation of Christ and his Church, I can do no better than quote a 
sentence or two from Karl Rahner: “This representative function has to 
be exercised not only by Christians inasmuch as they are human beings, 
but in a higher degree through their being Christians and members of the 
Church. . . . Marriage is the smallest community, but, for all that, a gen¬ 
uine community of the redeemed and sanctified—the smallest of local 
churches, but a true one, the Church in miniature.” 23 

A special significance, I would suggest, attaches to the words “the 
Church in miniature.” The natural institution of marriage is the basic form 
of community, while Christian marriage transforms this basic community 
into a community of faith. In many ways, it is this “natural” form of 
community, marriage, that is ideally fitted to become the prototype of the 
community of faith, the fellowship of the Spirit, the body of Christ. The 
“natural” community of marriage is essentially a self-transcending com¬ 
munity, a community the very purpose of which is to let-be and to pass 
over into the larger community of the family. This prefigures the Church, 
or community of faith, which does not exist for its own sake but in order 
that, through its ministry of reconciliation, it may eventually lose itself in 
the wider all-embracing eschatological community. 

We can now see much more clearly why marriage is reckoned among 
the sacraments of the Church, and why it is the channel that links the 
whole sacramental structure with everyday life and so with the problems 
of ethics. We can see too why the Church has always laid stress on the 

21 Eph. 5:i-ii. 

22 Eph. 5:22-33. 

23 Inquiries, pp. 292, 294. 
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importance of marriage and the family, and why it has sought to protect 
these by sometimes stringent rules. If prayer, worship, and the sacraments 
form the center of Christian life, then it must be said that the first con¬ 
centric ring as one moves out from the center is the area of sex, marriage, 
and family life. The Church has rightly seen that this area provides a 
bridgehead into the world, and that if these most intimate communal rela¬ 
tions can be “sanctified,” that is to say, made whole and healthy, then a 
decisive step has been taken toward eventually sanctifying the larger so¬ 
cial relations that lie beyond. 

Actually, it is not hard to see the immediate outreach of the sacramental 
idea beyond marriage and the family. The Christian doctrines of creation 
and incarnation, by recognizing the divine presence in the world and our 
own responsibility to cooperate with this presence in its work of creation- 
reconciliation-consummation, enable us to see the world and our policies 
of action in it with a new clarity and seriousness. The other person is seen 
as the neighbor, destined to have his place in the family of God. Even 
material things are to be seen in the light of Being and of our own status 
as stewards or shepherds or guardians of Being. All this, of course, is 
clearly stated in one way or another in the New Testament. 

In the contemporary world, however, these remarks may seem very 
naive. Modern society is complicated far beyond anything of which the 
New Testament or, for that matter, the Church through most of its his¬ 
tory, ever dreamed. Perhaps in the past one could claim for marriage and 
the family the key position which, as we have seen, seems to be assigned 
to them in the Christian Church, and one could visualize them as having 
a formative influence for the wider social patterns that lay beyond them, 
but were still not too distant or too much lacking in concreteness. But 
what seem to be the formative influences in our life today? Must we not 
say science and technology, the political machinery of the modern state, 
the web of international relations, the immensely complex economic sys¬ 
tem? These are things that seem to be beyond the reach of the little areas 
that we have talked about—indeed, in all kinds of ways (urbanization, 
mobility, techniques of contraception, and the like) they seem to have 
reacted upon family life itself, so that instead of the world being pene¬ 
trated by love and personal values, these very things are in peril of being 
destroyed by the world. The situation becomes even more frightening 
when we ask about the control of these things. When we ask who is re¬ 
sponsible, the answer must often be a vague “they”—the “they” of which 
Heidegger has so revealingly written, the “they” that is everybody and 
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nobody. We talk nowadays of “escalation,” a word which we have our¬ 
selves used earlier in this book to describe runaway situations when cir¬ 
cumstances have taken over and we find ourselves being hustled along, 
whether we like it or not. The frightening thing is that in many areas of 
contemporary life (the most obvious example is war, but it is not the only 
one) impersonal factors can take over, and we are dragged along behind 
them. Of course, some people still have momentous decisions to make— 
statesmen, industrialists, and others. They may have to make decisions that 
will affect millions of other people. Yet often their decisions seem to be 
really forced on them. To some extent, however, this has always been the 
case. The possibilities of existence are always narrowed down by the 
facticity of the situation. But there is always some area for responsible 
decision. 

Has Christianity anything to say in this new situation, or is it hopelessly 
outmoded? I believe that it still has its important contribution to make. It 
has to strive for the maintenance of personal values and for the supreme 
importance of love in a world where these are gravely threatened. More¬ 
over, the account we have given of the penetration of the world through 
marriage and the family is still fundamentally sound, and there is no sub¬ 
stitute for this sacramental channel in the Christian outreach into the 
world. I think this has been well shown by G. R. Dunstan in his study of 
the family in the industrial and urban setting of today. He recognizes 
the revolutionary changes that are going on in the world, but also that 
some of the basic desires and possibilities of our human existence remain, 
including our “capacity for God”; he recognizes too that although many 
of the old patterns of marriage and the family, as “subtly and deeply 
intertwined with the life of society,” have been disrupted by change, new 
and in some respects better patterns are emerging. He sees the family as 
“often a base from which its members give generous service to the com¬ 
munity,” and his careful analysis should certainly prevent anyone from 
writing off the importance of marriage and the family, either in the mod¬ 
ern world or in the Christian dispensation . 24 

But we still have the problem of how Christian grace is to reach out 
from the more immediate and personal areas of life to those areas which, 
to the ordinary man, seem so frighteningly distant. Government depart¬ 
ments, economic corporations, trade unions, international organizations— 
these are indispensable organs of our mass society, they cannot be assimi- 


24 The Family is not Broken, pp. 40, 62, 91. 
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lated to family patterns, and yet somehow they must be humanized, per¬ 
sonalized, christianized, if anything like an authentic existence is to be left 
to man. 

Christianity and the Christian virtues seem to be so closely related to 
the personal and interpersonal areas of life that it is hard to see how they 
are relevant to the large-scale structures of a modern society, and unfor¬ 
tunately Christian pronouncements on political and social issues are fre¬ 
quently simplistic. But we cannot accept that Christianity is irrelevant 
when we move from individuals and small groups to the large-scale social 
and political questions, and certainly we are still dealing with human 
beings. Nevertheless, the relation between the small-scale and the large- 
scale is a very complex one. For instance, if love is the fundamental Chris¬ 
tian virtue in the realm of personal relations, one might say that peace is 
the corresponding global virtue. But if peace is to be more than simply 
the absence of overt violence (and that might be only a sham peace), it 
demands vast resources of technical knowledge quite as much as goodwill, 
and it is founded as much in justice as in love. In turn, justice itself is a 
virtue with obviously both individual and social dimensions, and these arc 
complementary. 

Just as moral philosophy is complemented by political philosophy, so 
moral theology needs the complement of a political or social theology. 
Political theology has been described by Johannes Metz as a “critical cor¬ 
rective” aimed at what he calls the “deprivatizing” of Christianity. 23 To 
be sure, there is the danger that Christianity might be transformed into a 
political ideology, or made subservient to one. There is the more subtle 
danger that Christianity begins to use the methods of secular society and 
forgets its true mission. Yet the dangers must be risked if Christian faith 
and life are to engage seriously with the actual world. The dialectic of 
this situation was well understood by Ritschl when he wrote that to say 
Christ’s kingdom is not of this world cannot possibly mean that it has 
nothing to do with our life here, but only that it works in quite other 
ways from the claims and counterclaims of secular societies. 20 We can 
agree with Jurgen Moltmann that “political hermeneutics of faith is not 
a reduction of the theology of the cross to a political ideology, but an 
interpretation of it in political disciplcship.” 27 

How this happens in detail will vary very much from one situation to 

20 Theology of the World, p. 108. 

-Q Justification and Reconciliation, p. 433. 

27 The Crucified God, p. 318. 
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another, and there could be no question of tying Christianity to some 
particular political or social ideology. But I shall make two general points 
about the way in which Christianity may impinge on the structures of 
society. 

The first is the need for a stronger sense among Christians of the 
Church as, on the one hand, the spearhead of God’s letting-be in the 
world, and, on the other, as an historical, embodied social entity—an “as¬ 
sociation,” in the sense explained earlier. 28 Such an association can exer¬ 
cise its influences and pressures on other associations, and so society as a 
whole. So far as the Church is really exhibiting genuine community and 
making-present something of the kingdom of God (and, of course, it will 
do so only in a degree), then it has to society at large a relation closely 
analogous to that which conscience (as the call of authentic existence) 
bears to actual existence. There are many fields, such as race relations, 
where a Church alive to its responsibilities and actualizing genuine com¬ 
munity could be the “conscience” of society. The relation of Church and 
state will vary in different countries according to their histories and the 
religious and ethnic composition of their populations, but whatever the 
relation may be, even if it is one where the state persecutes the Church, 
the function of conscience seems a possible one for the Church, if it is 
indeed spearheading the kingdom of God. But here I repeat a point made 
earlier, namely, that the witnessing of the Church will best be done by 
communions having an interracial and international character, and the 
Church should not allow itself to be divided along lines that conform to 
the “worldly” divisions of race or nation, divisions which ought to be 
overcome in the Church. Thus the developing and strengthening in mu¬ 
tual responsibility of international communions, such as the Roman and 
Anglican communions, is a more urgent task than what has hitherto been 
the ideal of many Protestant ecumenists, namely, the formation of na¬ 
tional united churches. 

The second point to be made is also a restressing of something said ear¬ 
lier, though this time we apply it to the special problem of ethics. What 
we have in mind is the apostolate of the laity. In our complex modern 
world with all its specialization, it is doubtful if the clergy or even the 
moral theologians can have enough acquaintance with all the different 
areas of human activity to be able to reach solutions of the moral prob¬ 
lems raised in these areas. But the laity of the Church are directly involved 


28 See above, p. 375. 
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in all of these areas, and often at the decision-making level. We have seen 
that every member of the Church has, by his baptism, the ministry of 
reconciliation entrusted to him. 29 We have seen also that this ministry is 
not some pale imitation of the clergy’s ministry but a “secular” ministry 
of letting-be, that is to say, of safeguarding and encouraging potentialities 
for fuller existing and being. The responsibility for this ministry lies upon 
laymen in government, industry, technology and other spheres, but 
an equally heavy responsibility lies upon the clergy and educators of the 
Church who must support these men, giving them the nurture and train¬ 
ing in the faith and its application that they need if they are to carry out 
an effective ministry of reconciliation. 

I have spoken of the penetration of the world by divine grace, and I 
have stressed especially the notion of sacramental presence. The picture 
would be unbalanced if we did not remember also the transcendence of 
Being, and the inseparability of grace and judgment. The eschatological 
consummation of the kingdom of God is a mystery to be realized by the 
movement of Being, not by creaturely striving, even if this makes an in¬ 
dispensable contribution. We delude ourselves if we think that some ideal 
state of affairs is attainable on earth, or that the main business of Chris¬ 
tianity is to establish a super welfare state. Enough has been said in earlier 
sections about the ambiguity of the world and about the need for the 
Christian to maintain a dialectical attitude toward it. 

This however can now be given its specific ethical application by the 
recognition that there always will be a place in the Church for the so- 
called “religious” life, that is to say, for those whose vocation leads them 
to world-renunciation, in varying measures. In this section, we have 
stressed marriage, involvement in the world, and the penetration of its af¬ 
fairs. But Christianity is not a mere worldliness, but a holy worldliness; 
as we learned from the temptations of Jesus, Christianity is grievously 
reduced if it is turned into a mere social gospel. The concern of Chris¬ 
tianity is less for the quantity of life than for its quality, not that men 
should live biologically but that they should exist. Precisely because of 
the current stress on worldly Christianity, it is necessary that some should 
witness to the transcendent element in faith and remind us of the need to 
maintain a dialectical attitude to the world. For the majority, the Chris¬ 
tian vocation lies in the world, and this is not a “lower” vocation than the 
“religious” life. But neither is it a “higher” one, and we need those who 
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choose the way of poverty, celibacy, and obedience to remind us that the 
aim of Christianity is not just universal affluence and enjoyment of life. 
Those witnesses, moreover, are not confined to the religious orders. One 
of the most instructive examples is Kierkegaard, admittedly an “excep¬ 
tional” man but one who surely taught us something of the depths of the 
Christian faith. 


90. LAW AND GOSPEL 

We have just been saying something of the ambiguities of the world, and 
of our action in it, and this theme needs to be expanded to complete our 
discussion of Christianity in the world. The ambiguity runs all through 
the problems of ethics, and appears in many forms, such as the dichotomy 
of aspiration and obligation, the pursuit of the good and the fulfillment of 
obligation, or again, the dichotomy of law and gospel, the imperative and 
the indicative. 

Let us begin with the contrast between an ethic of aspiration and an 
ethic of obligation, a contrast which is well known on the level of “natu¬ 
ral” mortality. It may well be that the contrast is not an absolute one. 
The two paths seem to lead toward the same goal, and it is not always pos¬ 
sible to distinguish them sharply—for instance, most moral philosophers 
would agree with Sir W. D. Ross that beneficence is among our prima 
facie duties, 30 but who would be willing to say just where the duty of 
beneficence ends and there begins the pursuit of the other’s good, beyond 
what duty demands? Yet even if one cannot always draw the distinction 
sharply, the two ways of conceiving moral action can be fairly well sepa¬ 
rated. The pursuit of the good reflects man’s innate quest for fullness of 
existence, his “original righteousness,” as we called it in an earlier discus¬ 
sion. 31 It is to this pursuit of the good that we have chiefly devoted atten¬ 
tion in what has been said about ethics so far. But this pursuit of the good 
is a fitful matter in human existence, and over against it we have to set 
the fact of human sinfulness, the disorder, alienation, and imbalance that 
affect existence. We have already seen that this basic awareness of the dis¬ 
order of existence belongs to “natural” existence, though it is sharpened 
and deepened by the Christian revelation. It is because of sin and the fact 
that man does not pursue the good that alongside the morality of aspira- 

30 The Right and the Good, p. 21. 

31 See above, p. 267. 
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tion we find the morality of obligation. The natural law that directs to¬ 
ward the good is formulated in terms of concrete commands and pro¬ 
hibitions that sometimes lay upon man obligations to contribute toward 
the realizing of the good, and sometimes simply try to contain and mini¬ 
mize his deviations from the path that leads to the good. 

In society, many of these obligations are enforced by the state. Presum¬ 
ably, if human society were not fallen and sinful, there would be no need 
of the state. However, its laws and the machinery for enforcing them are 
indispensable in the actual condition of mankind. On the whole, the laws 
of the state have their roots in the natural law, so that they protect and 
encourage the pursuit of the good. For this reason, the New Testament 
clearly teaches obedience to the civil power, 32 and most theologians have 
followed the New Testament in this. If some of them have recognized 
that there may be exceptional cases where the law should be disobeyed, 
they have done so only reluctantly, for in sinful human society, anarchy 
is likely to be even more destructive of human well-being than tyranny. 
On the whole, the civil law provides at least a minimal level of order and 
justice that makes possible the pursuit of the good. Of course, the modern 
state goes far beyond this minimal provision, and tends increasingly to 
provide for the good of its citizens in many areas of life. 

The need for law in the secular order and the Christian’s duty to sup¬ 
port the forces of justice is paralleled within the Church itself. While we 
have spoken of the specifically Christian conception of the good and of 
the pursuit of this good in the life of the Christian community, we have 
to remember that the Christian is still a sinner. He will, it is hoped, be in 
process of sanctification, but so many of the things of which we speak 
—conformation to Christ, sonship with God, incorporation, radical obedi¬ 
ence—are only to be realized at the end, and are certainly far from being 
realized in the middle of our earthly existence, whether as individuals or 
as a community of faith. Just as we had to remember that the Church on 
earth is not to be confused with the eschatological kingdom of God, so 
we have to remember that Christian action reflects only in a very imper¬ 
fect way that ideal in which the natural virtues are raised to a new level 
by faith, hope, and love. 

This means that the Church too must have laws and rules that it lays 
upon its members. This necessity follows from the facticity of Christian 
existence. The Christian is always already in a situation where his choices 
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are, in part at least, determined by the sinfulness of human society, per¬ 
haps by his own past sins or by the sins of others. Perhaps the best he can 
do is to contain and minimize the evil. The Church has to provide guide¬ 
lines for its members as they confront the problems of how to act, and 
sometimes these guidelines may be simply prohibitions to keep them from 
wandering too far. The famous doctrine of the just war, for instance, 
recognizes realistically that in our sinful world, justice has sometimes to 
be upheld by force, but it hedges round with restrictions the cases where 
force may be used, so that the evil is as far as possible reduced. In other 
cases, the laws of the Church may seem to lay down the very minimal 
standards of conduct for the individual Christian. But here it has to be 
remembered that a man does not automatically become a moral hero 
through joining the Christian community. The goal of Christian life is 
self-giving love, but Reinhold Niebuhr realistically reminds us that this is 
“a moral ideal scarcely possible for the individual and certainly not rele¬ 
vant to the morality of self-regarding nations.” 33 

Every pastor knows that the first task of the Christian may be the rela¬ 
tively lowly one of overcoming some of his sinful tendencies. Sanctifica¬ 
tion may be a slow process, and its end is always ahead. We have to be 
careful also not to be too individualistic in our view of these matters. 
Sanctification belongs to the community, as the body of Christ and the 
fellowship of the Spirit, and within that community there must be room 
for “weaker brethren” who are sustained by the whole body. 

For these reasons, it is hard to understand the antinomian tendencies that 
sometimes powerfully express themselves in the Church. Some extreme 
existential interpretations of Christianity tell us that there can be no rules 
of conduct for the Christian, for every situation is unique, and our duty 
is to respond to the unique demand of love in that situation. Likewise they 
deny any value to habitual action, claiming again that every situation de¬ 
mands a new decision. Others, claiming that “persons are more important 
than principles,” seem to understand by this the abolition of all principles 
of action. 

Such views are surely much exaggerated, and are also far too individu¬ 
alistic. They fail to recognize that all Christians have not reached the same 
level of moral maturity, and that even those with most insight often need 
the guidance of the Church’s collective wisdom, as expressed in her rules 
for her members. They fail also to recognize that even if there can be 
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deadening habits that make conduct mechanical, there is a place for the 
stabilizing of character, and that there is a kind of habit-formation that 
can protect us from our own weaknesses—for instance, it would be reck¬ 
less and presumptuous for anyone to insist on undergoing an agonizing 
struggle in every situation where he was exposed to the temptation of a 
besetting sin, if he could be protected from it by the formation of a good 
habit. Like attacks on institutional religion, attacks on rules, laws, and 
precepts do not sufficiently consider the embodied, historical condition of 
man, the relativities and ambiguities of his situation, the differences be¬ 
tween individuals and the need for training. Those existentialists who deny 
any place to law or habit make a great point of the possibilities of human 
existence; but they commit the error of not recognizing what the best 
existential analyses take into account as equally characteristic of human 
existence—its facticity. 

We have seen already from the ethical teaching of both Jesus and 
St. Paul that the Christian gospel does not abolish the law. It does indeed 
oppose all narrow legalism and it asserts the primacy of love. But Chris¬ 
tianity is too realistic to suppose that men in this world can get along 
without rules to guide them, or that the community of faith can function 
without some minimal law for its membership. 

The tension of law and gospel, and what it means to speak of Christian 
freedom in relation to the law, is admirably treated by Bernhard Haring 
in the context of a renewed catholic moral theology. He departs from the 
legalistic character of much traditional moral theology and stresses the 
understanding of the moral life as man’s response to God’s call within a 
personal community. He acknowledges that a situational ethic ( Situations - 
ethik) has something in common with this view, in so far as it represents 
a reaction against a too rigid ethic that deals in terms of unchanging es¬ 
sences and immutable laws. But he rejects an extreme situational ethic 
(that is to say, one that sets aside all laws or norms and thinks of the de¬ 
mand of each moment as absolutely unique). His rejection is based on the 
fact that by making each moment of decision a unique and independent 
occasion, the continuity of personal life is dissolved into a series of acts. 
This argument must obviously carry weight with our own point of view, 
which has stressed the formation of unified selfhood. But what chiefly in¬ 
terests us is Haring’s way of talking about the law, if we neither take it in 
a narrowly legalistic way nor yet are prepared to reject all law in order 
to rely on the insight of the moment. “Our whole relation to the law,” he 
declares, “has to be considered in terms of Christ. What is most essential 
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for the Christian disciple is that Christ does not command him from out¬ 
side, as does a human lawgiver, and as did the law of Moses, to the extent 
it was viewed in terms of the letter rather than of the spirit. But Christ 
commands from within, through our living incorporation in him.” 34 

Law is like the other earthly institutional forms we have considered in 
the course of our remarks on applied theology. Though law can become 
hardened and distorted, it is intended to protect and advance the way of 
life which it ertshrines, and to promote the pursuit of the good. Like all 
earthen vessels of this kind, law is imperfect, and sometimes its incidence 
in particular situations and on particular individuals may be harsh. Yet 
without the protection of laws, the delicate life which they guard could 
perhaps scarcely survive in a sinful world and a pilgrim Church. One 
thinks, for instance, of the laws that have been devised to protect Christian 
marriage. There may be cases where these laws seem harsh, and yet with¬ 
out such laws the Christian ideal of marriage would soon become debased. 
Like the institutional structure of the Church, like the sacraments, the 
ministry, the liturgy, it is clear that the laws which the Church may im¬ 
pose are not to be made so rigid that they become an end in themselves 
and may threaten to stifle rather than protect the Christian way of life. 
There are perhaps few immutable laws, and such as there are will be the 
most general and empty of specific content. Laws must always be subject 
to love, and there must be room for ethical creativity in new situations, 
especially in our rapidly changing world. All this can be freely conceded, 
or rather, asserted. But here, as in the whole field of applied theology, we 
need stability as well as flexibility. The place of law in the Christian life 
is not to be despised. To be incorporated into the body of Christ is to be 
subject to the law of Christ, ami this must have some concrete formula¬ 
tions. These formulations will indeed be subject to vision in the light of 
changing conditions, but such revisions will be agreed by the whole body 
as illuminated by the Spirit, and there would soon be chaos if every indi¬ 
vidual member of the body claimed the right to obey the law or to set it 
aside from one situation to another. In any case, we have to remember 
again that individual Christians vary in their maturity and that many of 
them need the guidance of laws, and become confused if they see these 
laws disregarded by other members of the body to which they all belong. 

In the end, the Church, her laws, her forms of worship, her institutions 
and ceremonies, will become one with the world in the eschatological 
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consummation. But we are not yet at the end. For the present, we have to 
live in the tension of Church and world, law and gospel, form and con¬ 
tent, facticity and possibility. If we are going to be realistic, then we have 
also to be patient, and to act where we are with the means that we have, 
even if some of these means are sadly imperfect. But this is a realism 
guided and strengthened by the Christian hope—the hope that all things 
will come to their destined fulfillment in God: 


UNTO WHOM, 

FATHER, SON AND HOLY SPIRIT, 
BE GLORY FOR EVER. 
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3 i 5 . 339 . 5 ° 5 » 509. 518 
Consubstantiality, 199 


Consummation, 221, 256, 268-9, 348, 
356, 401-2, 473, 524-5 
Contemplation, 232, 498 
Conversio ad creaturam, 259, 261 
Conviction of sin, 338-9, 368, 458, 459 
Cooperation, 83, 225, 233, 236-7, 245, 

335 - 6 . 343 . 3 6 9 . 39 6 . 47 6 . 5°6 
Copernicus, 30, 172 
Cornelius, St., 465 

Corpus Christi, 472; see also Body of 
Christ 

Cosmic eschatology, 167, 356, 357-9 
fall, 257, 267 
order, 170 

Cosmological argument, 47-8, 49, 212 
Cosmology, 14, 30, 172, 216, 290 
Co theologizing, 441 
Councils, 12, 178, 390, 407, 418 
Covenants, 242, 270 
Cox, Harvey, 438 
Cranmer, Thomas, 315, 477 
Creatio ex nihilo, 214-5, 218 
Creation, and Church, 386-8 
doctrine of, 211-38 
and incarnation, 220, 268-9, 296 
models of, 217-9 

and persons of Trinity, 194, 219-22 
and providence, 239 
and time, 216-7 

Creation—reconciliation—consumma¬ 
tion, 269, 360, 402, 492, 511, 515 
Creativity, see Letting-be 
Creatureliness, 212-4, 228, 235 
Creeds, 12, 150, 180, 276, 375, 407-8, 
448 , 474 

Cross of Christ, 136-7, 143, 241, 256, 
287-8,311-27, 396-7 
Cross, F.L., 198 n. 16 
Cullmann, Oscar, 295 n. 44 
Cult, 151,276, 293, 375, 487 
Culture, 13-5, 19, 21, 307, 443, 506 
Cybernetics, 228-9 
Cyrus, 242 


Darwin, Charles, 30 
Dasein, 205 
David, 351-2 
Davies, J.G., 6 
Deaconesses, 432, 434 
Deacons, 431, 432-4 
Death, and existence, 64, 75, 78-9, 
264-6,281, 353, 354, 485-6 
of Jesus Christ, 287-8, 302-3, 311— 
2 7. 397 

of universe, 356-7 
Decalogue, 260, 505-6 
Decision, 62, 81, 267, 300, 322, 336, 346, 
516 

Deification, 364, 492 
Deism, 168 

Deissmann, Adolf, 389 
Demons and the demonic, 237-8, 262-3, 
3*8-9. 3 Z 5~ 6 

Demythologizing, 31, 34, 133-4, 184, 
316, 318-9 

Dependence, 82-3, 140, 211, 213, 217 
Depravity, total, 70, 231, 259, 266 
Depth, 73, 87, 89, 112, 158, 273, 279, 
286, 332, 382, 392, 504, 507 
Descartes, Rene, 45 
Description, 34-6, 56, 182 
Destiny, 232, 357-62, 363, 388 
Determinism, 246, 248 
Deus ex machina , 155 
Development of doctrine, 18-20 
Dharma, 170 
Diaconate, see Deacons 
Dialectic method, 38, 147, 244, 388, 
504 

philosophy, 24 
Dilthey, Wilhelm, 3, 37 
Diocese, 438-9 
Dionysus, 329 
Discipline, 483-4 

Discourse, 43, 57, 125, 130-45, 493 
Dix, Gregory, n, 473 n. 31 
Docetism, 276, 281, 288, 301, 309, 509 
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Dogma, 40, 127, 180-1, 185, 274, 375 
397 

Dogmatic theology, 40 
Downing, F.G., 85 n. 2 
Dualism, 61, 166-7, 215, 212 -> 2 26, 237 

2 55i 263, 33 2 
Dunstan, G.F., 516 
Durkheim, Emile, 29, 156 
Duty, 520 

Dynamism, 109, 196-7, 206-9 

Ebeling, Gerhard, 183 
Ecclesiology, see Church 
Ecumenism, 403-4, 411-3, 446 
Education of the human race, 82, 258 
Egyptian religion, 162; 169 
Eichrodt, Walther, 196 
Election, 245, 340-2, 461 
Eliade, Mircea, 169 n. 13 
Elijah, 286 
Elisha, 237 

Emanation, 217, 218-9 
Emergence, 223, 224-5, 298 
Emotive language, 97-8, 124, 126-7 
Encounter, 88, 93, 105-6, 133 
Energy, 109, 113, 199, 356 
Engagement, 80 
Enoch, 387 
Ens realissimum, 116 
Entelechy, 298, 300, 370 
Entropy, 356 

Epiphany (of Being), 271, 381, 303 
Episcopate, see Bishops 
Epistemology, 90, 100 
Eros, 349-50; see also Love 
Escalation, 262, 265, 317, 516 
Eschatological events, 325, 327 
Eschatology, biblical, 351-5 
and Church, 369, 390-1, 521 
and community, 353, 390-1 
cosmic, 167, 353, 357-9 
and ethics, 277 
futuristic, 353-4 
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Eschatology ( continued) 
individual, 353, 359-62 
interpretation of, 362-70 
realized, 345-5 
Essence, 192 
Esthetics, 5, 95, 383, 489 
Eternal life, 362-4 
Eternity, 205 

Ethics, and eschatology, 277 
of Jesus, 277, 507-9, 523 
and law, 505-7, 520-5 
of Paul, 509-10, 523 
situational, 523-4 
and worship, 151, 490-1, 502, 503 
Eucharist, in Christian life, 471-2 
communal character, 472-4 
in New Testament, 470-1 
norm of worship, 491-2, 500 
paradigmatic sacrament, 469, 472, 
473 

real presence in, 436, 477-81 
sacrifice in, 475-7 
and selfhood, 491-2 
and tradition, 11 
and the word, 474 
Eve, 232, 264 

Evil, 102, 253-9, 364-5; see a ^ so Sin 
Evil spirits, see Demons 
Evolution, 223, 281, 299, 364, 369-70 
Existence, disorder of, 68-73, 82, 86, 
103, 233, 259,266, 314,520 
embodied, 75, 161, 362-3, 373-8, 
401-13, 523 

of God, 45, 46-9. 5 2 > 118-22,141 
historical, 26, 273-9 
human, 23, 50-1, 59-83, 226-33 
nullity of, 86, 215 
polarities of, 59-68, 86, 99, 161, 264 
social, 66-8, 232, 264, 304, 329 n. 4 
temporal, 76-7, 358-9, 491-2 
Existential analysis, 23, 24 
attitude, 44, 80, 104, 118, 127, 408, 
410 


imbalance, 69, 71 

interpretation, 130,133-4, i8 4* 2I2- 3> 
2 93"4 

response, 139 
thinking, 92 

Existentialism, 23, 60, 62, 77, 125, 376, 
5 2 3 

Existential-ontological interpretation, 
and creation, 212 

and christology, 272, 293-4, 295-6 
and eschatology, 355 
and ethics, 507 

and the eucharist, 469-70, 478-9 
and evil, 254 
expounded,38, 182-6 
and miracles, 252 
and providence, 246 
and religion, 165 
and sacraments, 451, 459 
in symbolic theology, 182-6 
and symbols, 140-1 
and theism, 116, 121, 167 
and triune God, 191, 202 
and the word, 451 
Exodus, 241, 250-3 
Ex opere operato, 451 
Experience, 5-7, 8-9, 45, 90-6, 125, 
163, 447-8 

Expression, 126-7, 199-200 

Facticity, 62, 78, 228, 374, 523 
Faith, and belief, 44, 80, 150, 347 
as commitment and acceptance, 77- 
80,104, 127, 155, 345, 510 
content of, 345-6 
and ethics, 510 

an existential attitude, 44, 80, 104, 
127,410 

and freedom, 346 

and obedience, 346 

and reason, 44, 102-3 

and religion, 150, 373-8 

and theology, 1-2, 273-4, 275, 347 



\ 


Faithfulness, 207, 209 
Fall, Falling, 49-50, 71-2, 236, 238, 257, 
259-67 

Falsification, 102, 254, 344, 356-7 
Family, 438, 514-6 
Farrer, Austin, 48 n. 9 
Fate, Fatalism, 163, 166, 244-5, 2 5^, 
264 

Father, 190-5, 198-9, 219-20, 315 
Fear, 87, 92 

Feeling, 64, 96-8, 127; see also Moods 
Ferre, Frederick, 139 n. 14 
Fetishism, 168-9 
Feuerbach, Ludwig, 66 
Finitude, 50-1, 63, 69, 81, 228, 264-5, 
301 

Focusing, 252, 271, 300-3, 449 
Forgiveness, 282, 316, 342 
Form-criticism, 274-5 
Frazer, Sir James G., 238 
Freedom, and faith, 346 
and finitude, 62-3 
and law, 522-4 
and providence, 244-6 
in theology, 19 

Freud, Sigmund, 28, 50, 63, 155-6, 354 
Fuchs, Ernst, 183 

Galileo, 30 
Gandhi, 446 
Garnett, A.C., 338 
Geisteswissenschaften, 3 
Generation, 195, 199, 220 
Gestalt, 95 

Gilkey, Langdon, 6-7 
Gilson, E., 52 
Glory, 249, 369, 401 
Gnosticism, 7, 167, 222, 288, 409 
God, attributes of, 202-10, 244, 297 
and Being, 115-22, 195-202, 209-10 
dynamic, 196-7, 199, 206-9, 216-7 
existence of, 45, 46-9, 52, 118-22, 
141 


Index | S 33 

holiness of, 115, 120, 209-10, 256 
immanence of, 121, 165, 168—70, 

218-9, 333 

initiative of, 53, 149-50, 281, 335, 
340, 488 

kingdom of, 290, 368-70, 376-7, 
390-1 

knowledge of, 50, 51-2, 84-103 
love of, 209, 217, 256, 269, 302, 317 
mystery of, 199, 203-4 
overwhelmingness of, 204-6 
stability of, 192, 207 
and time, 207-8, 216-7, 358—9 
transcendence of, 120-1, 165-8, 191, 
218,230 

triune, 187, 190-210 
unity of, 187, 192, 194 
vision of, 366, 498-9 
and world, 120-1, 211-26, 239-46 
God-man, 236, 292, 302, 303, 306, 349, 
388 

Gogarten, Friedrich, 185, 311 
Good, Goodness, 139, 141, 208, 266, 
254 , 255 . 5 ” 

Gospels, character of, 274-5 
Christ in, 279-90 
Grace, of baptism, 463 
common, 267, 398 
and divine initiative, 84, 317 
and Holy Spirit, 333-7 
irresistible, 335 

and judgment, 82, 84, 244, 364-5, 
368 

and responsibility, 335-6 
Grant, Frederick C., 416 
Greek philosophy, 22, 74-6, hi, 292, 
478 

religion, 169, 292 
science, 214 

Gregory of Nyssa, St., 499 
Guardini, Romano, 368 
Guignebert, Charles, 283 
Guilt, 71, 86, 265, 342, 484 
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Hamilton, William, 158 n. 7 
Haring, Bernhard, 523 
Harnack, Adolf, 185,274 
Harrisville, R.A., 277 n. 12 
Hartmann, N., 350 
Hartshorne, Charles, 48 n. 9 
Heaven, 365-6 
Hedonism, 59 

Hegel, G.W.F., Hegelianism, 24, 25, 
hi, 241, 267, 359 

Heidegger, Martin, 65, 71, 77, 78, 91-2, 
94, 99, 107, 109, no n. 8, 115-6, 
125, 183, 185, 208, 222-3, 260, 262, 

3 2 5 , 333 , 335 , 457 , 5 2 5 
Heilsgeschichte, 27; see also History 
Heim, Karl, 83 
Hell, 361, 366-7 
Hepburn, R.W., 46 n. 5 
Herakles, 280 
Heresy, 18 

Hermeneutics, 37, 133, 182-3; see also 
Interpretation 
Heschel, Abraham, 84, 232, 

Hick, John, 46 n. 5, 101 n. 13 
Hiddenness, 86, 203-4, 2 47» 2 99; see 
also Mystery 

Hierarchy of beings, 144, 223-5, 2 3!» 

2 33 , 2 54 , 2 7 2 »358 
Hinduism, 159, 169-70, 444 
History, creative events in, 324-5 
and existence, 26-7, 229, 277-9 
and Jesus Christ, 26, 273-9, 287, 
3 2 4~5 

of religion, 25-6, 172-3 
and revelation, 7, 180, 268-73 
sacred, 27, 207, 241-2, 309 
and theology, 3, 25-7, 268-79, 

3 2 4-5 

Holiness, of Church, 405-7 
of God, 209 

Holy Being, 100, 103, 105, 116, 121, 
127, 177, 186, 198, 202, 216-7, 2 5 2 > 
256; see also God 


Communion, see Eucharist 
experience of the, 6, 87-8 
Holy Spirit, and Christian life, 332-50 
and christology, 282, 284, 330-1 
and creation, 194, 201, 221-2 
person of, 328-30 
procession of, 330-2 
and responsibility, 333-6 
and revelation, 332-3 
and sacraments, 460-1, 465-6, 468 
and truth, 333, 347, 415 
as unitive Being, 201-2, 282, 332, 
402, 488 
work of, 332-7 

Homiletics, 40; see also Preaching 
Homoousios, 299 
Hooker, Richard, 381 
Hope, 64-5, 347-8, 357-62, 510-1 
Humanism, 59, 237, 346, 351, 369 
Human nature, see Existence, Man 
Hume, David, 16, 46, 48, 76 
Husserl, Edmund, 34 
Hypostasis, 193-4, 2 97> 2 99 

Iconoclasm, 158 
Ideal, 112 

Idealism, 22, 24, 60, 359 
Idolatry, 145, 166, 260-1, 270, 285, 296, 
318-20, 340,489 
Ignatius, St., 276,287, 424, 471 
Imagination, 16-7 
Iviago Dei, 230-2, 259, 305 
Imbalance, 69, 259 
lviitatio Cbristi, 317, 320, 325, 344 
Imitation of God, 225-6, 366 
Immaculate conception, 397-8 
Immanence, 120-1, 142, 152, 165, 168- 
70, 218-9, 333 

Immortality, 45, 232, 361, 362-3 
Immutability, 207 
Impotence, 63-4, 84, 317 
Incarnation, 143-4, I 5 2 > 165, 200 i 220-1, 




253, *82, 294-303, 309-10, 348, 
378 , 389, 395 - 6 , 449 , 5 J o 
Incomparable, 113, 128, 203, 358 
Incomprehensibility, 203 
Incorporation, 458, 462- 3, 469, 492, 
500, 524 

Indefectibility, 390, 406, 414 
Individualism, 6, 12, 69, 71, 265, 463-4, 
5 J 7 , 5 22 

Individuality, 66-8, 353, 354-5, 359- 
62, 414, 440, 498-9 
Infallibility, 390, 406, 414-5 
Infinity, 204-5 

Initiative, divine, 53, 149-50, 281, 335, 
340, 488 

Innocence, 264, 302 
Inspiration, 9, 95, 454 
Institutions, 151, 373-8, 411-2, 524-5 
Intentionality, 98 
Intercession, 495-7 
Intermediate state, 362, 367 
Interpretation, existential, 130, 133-4, 
184,212-3, 2 93“4 
existential-ontological, 38, 182-6 
of myth, 132-4 
reciprocity in, 37, 137, 184 
of revelation, 17, 36-7, 456-7 
of symbols, 137-45 
and theology, 36-8, 182-6 
and tradition, 11—3, 180-1 
Irenaeus, St., 269, 364, 368 
Irrationality, 63 
Isaiah, 351,4 2 7 
Isis, 162 

Islam, Muslims, 2, 137, 163, 166, 304, 
444 

James, William, 5 
Jaspers, Karl, 252 
Jeremiah, 427 

Jesus Christ, ascension of, 290, 303 
baptism of, 282-4,459 
and Church, 388-90, 402 
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death of, 287-8, 302-3, 311-27 
definitiveness of, 303-5 
divinity of, 294-300 
ethical teaching, 507-9 
focus of Being, 271, 300-3 
in gospels, 279-90 
in history, 26, 273-9, 287, 324-5 
humanity of, 276, 281, 285, 287-8, 
294-300 

and the law, 507-9, 524 
as Lord, 292-4, 295-6 
and mission, 442 
nativity of, 280-2 
obedience of, 310, 312-3, 319 
passion of, 287-8, 302-3, 311-27 
person of, 199-200, 268-310 
pre-existence of, 308-9 
as priest, 320-1, 420-1,476 
resurrection of, 288-9, 3°5 
and revelation, 7, 89, 177, 180, 227, 
270-1, 273-4 

self-giving of, 302-3, 305, 313, 319, 
3 22 

sinlessness of, 301-2, 326 
as symbol, 143-4, 27 1 
teaching of, 227, 507-9 
temptations of, 249, 284-6, 319, 519 
titles of, 290-4 

transfiguration of, 286-7, 303 
two natures in, 297-300 
vocation of, 283-4, 2 85, 461 
as Word, 22, 199-200, 292-4, 295-6, 
454-5 

work of, 311-27 
Job, 258, 508 

John the Baptist, St., 277, 282-4, 339, 
458-9 

John the Evangelist, St., 394 
John XXIII, Pope, 416 
Jones, Sir Henry, 359 
Joy, 65, 95 

Judaism, Jews, 2, 166, 352, 405, 431, 
434 
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Judgment, 82, 84, 244, 337, 352-4, 
364-5 

Jung, C.G., 156, 484 
Jungel, Eberhard, 195 
Justice, 209, 210, 258, 517, 521 
Justification, 342-3, 460, 467 
Justin, St., 22, 269, 270 

Kant, Immanuel, 15, 16, 46, 47, 108, 
212, 274, 306 

Kasemann, Ernst, 278, 430, 436, 470 
Keble, John, 394 
Kenosis, 302, 397 

Kerygma, 409; see also Proclamation 
Kierkegaard, S., 68, 77, 146, 185, 306, 
350 , 377 , 397 , 520 

Kingdom of God, 290, 351, 368-70, 

37 6 , 39 <>- I , 4 01 , 44 1-2 , 5 ”, 5 J 7 
Knowing, and feeling, 97-8 
modes of, 90-6 
and thinking, 90-6, 105 
Knowledge, of God, 50, 51-2, 84-103 
limits of, 50-1, 357-8 
objective, 91 
personal, 92-4 
revealed, 94-5 
scientific, 91 
unity of, 21 

Knox, John, 292, 309, 356, 389, 410-2 

Koinonia, 336; see also Communion 

Krishna, 8, 89 

Krumm, John, 425 

Kiing, Hans, 343 

Kyrios, 292; see also Lord 

Laity, 421-3, 518-9 
Language, and discourse, 124-5 
and existence, 67, 125, 127 
and interpretation, 36-8 
personal, 94 
of prayer, 493-4 


symbolic, 13 5—45 

and theology, 1, 13-4, 40, 105, 123- 
48, 178-9, 190-5 
Last Things, see Eschatology 
Law, in the Church, 376, 521-5 
and gospel, 520-5 
Jesus and,507-8, 523-4 
natural, 505-7 

in Old Testament, 505-6, 508 
Paul and,509-10 
Laws of nature, 247-50 
Laying on of hands, 428-9, 466, 468, 
485 

Legalism, 376, 508 
Leonardo da Vinci, 21 
Letting-be, as creativity, 144, 211, 225, 
229-30 

as essence of Being, 109, 200 
and God, 115, 118-9, 183, 197, 209- 
10, 225, 226, 302 

as love, 144, 209,225, 226, 269, 302-3, 

348-50,397,444, 5 11 
meaning of, 113-4 
prior to existing, 113, 118-9, 196-7 
and reconciliation, 269 
and transcendence, 120-1, 219 
Levi-Strauss, Claude, 307 
Likeness, see Similarity 
Limit-situations, 252 
Liturgy, Liturgies, 40, 151, 383, 499- 
502 

Logic, 32, 40, 43, 58, 124, 125, 130-45, 
190, 214 

Logical analysis, 23, 24, 123-5, 154, 
190 

Logos, 22, 194, 198, 199, 220, 229, 269, 
292-4, 295-7, 299-300, 306-7, 329, 
3 3 ^ 455-6, 494 
Lonergan, Bernard, 32 
Lord’s Supper, see Eucharist 
Lostness, 71, 82 

Love, 144, 209, 225, 226, 269, 302-3, 
348-50, 397,444, 511 



Lucifer, 237, 263 

Luther, Martin, 20, 185, 325,421 

Magic, 160, 168, 169, 249, 285, 470, 478, 
488 

Magisterium, 417 
Making, 195, 217-8, 219 
Making-present, 435-6, 447-54, 455-6, 
463, 469 

Man, 27, 58, 59-83, 186, 212-7, 226—33; 

see also Existence 
Man, das, 262, 515 
Mana, 168 

Manichaeism, 167, 255 
Manifestation, 87, 89, 112, 114-5, 129, 
I 4 2 ~ 3 > 2 ° 4 > 2 70, 401; see also 
Presence-and-Manifestation 
Manson, T.W., 285 
Marcuse, Herbert, 24 
Mariology, 282, 392-9 
Maritain, Jacques, 52 
Marriage, 377, 452-3, 481, 482-3, 512-6 
Martyrs, 366, 400 

Marx, Karl, Marxism, 24, 29, 59, 156, 

35 1, 354 

Mary, Blessed Virgin, 281-2, 392-9 
Mary Magdalene, St., 288 
Mascall, E.L., 48 n. 9, 49, 210 
Mass, see Eucharist 
Materialism, 154, 173, 378 
Matheson, George, 173 
Matrimony, Holy, see Marriage 
Matter, 214, 215, 223 
Mclver, R.M., 375 

Meaning, 80-1, 86, 107-22, 123-6, 

145-6, 213, 231, 478-81 
Meaninglessness, 81, 342; see also 
Absurdity 

Meditation, 8, 94, 494-5, 497 
Meeting, 93; see also Encounter 
Mercy, 209 
Merton, Thomas, 498 
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Mesopotamian, religion, 169 
Messiah, 26, 89, 275, 277, 284, 291-2 
Metaphysics, 15, 16, 22, 23, 24, 44, 81, 
I0 5 > 1 54 i 205, 292, 297 

Method, theological, 33-9, 182-6 
Metz, Johannes, 24, 517 
Meynell, Alice, 172 
Ministry, apostolic, 410-2, 439-40 
general, 420-3 
of healing, 485 
ordained, 423-40 

of reconciliation, 421, 427, 436, 483, 
5i9 

specialization in, 437-9 
threefold 429-32 
of women, 434 

of word and sacraments, 427, 435-7, 
481-2 
Minor orders, 432 

Miracles, 247-53, 271, 273, 285, 286, 
289, 303 

Mission, 420, 441-6 
Mitchell, Basil, 49 
Mithras, 276 
Moberly, R.C., 426 
Modernism, 5, 18, 127 
Mohammed, 304; see also Islam 
Moltmann, Jurgen, 24, 365, 517 
Moment, 77 
Monism, in, 191 
Monotheism, 166, 191 
Moods, 8, 86-7, 96-100 
Moral experience, 96 
theology, 40, 511, 517, 523 
Morgan, C. Lloyd, 224 
Moses, 7, 10, 89, 196, 197, 234, 249, 251, 

286, 524 

Mother of the Church, 394 

Mysterium fidei, 473 

Mysterium tremendum fascmans, 87-8, 

95, 115, 138, 139, 188, 209 
Mystery, 203-4, l6 9, 280, 290, 392, 393 
Mysticism, 28, 163, 167, 170, 498 
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Myth, Mythology, 116, 130-4, 150, 
169, 179, 212, 238, 248, 279, 290, 
291, 307, 318, 352 

Natural evil, 253-9 
law, 505-7 
man, 227, 266-7 
theology, 43-54, 55-8, 100 
Nature, in christology, 297-300 
and creation, 212-4, 222-6, 239-40 
as emerging, 223, 298-9 
and grace, 73, 333-6, 349-50 
and history, 61 
human, see Existence, Man 
laws of, 247-50 
and selfhood, 506 
Necessity, 240 

Negative theology, 107, 203-5 
Negativity, 79-80, 215, 254-5, 257, 3<>i 
Neighbor, 508 
Neo-Platonism, 218 
New Testament, on atonement, 311-2, 
315,318,323 

on christology, 269-70, 274-5, 276-7. 

2 79 - 95 . 3°9 
on creation, 194, 220 
on eschatology, 351-5, 
on ethics, 507-10 
on finitude, 228 
on Holy Spirit, 328, 334, 336 
on Mary, 393-7 

on the ministry, 409, 421, 423, 429- 

31 

on sacraments, 452-3, 463, 465, 467, 
470, 483, 485 

Newman, John Henry Cardinal, 303 
Nicene Creed, 195, 407, 474 
Niebuhr, Reinhold, 67, 70, 82, 522 
Nietzsche, Friedrich, 48, 324 
Nihilism, 79 
Nisus, 222 
Noah, 387 


Nothing, 86-7, 107, no, hi, 112, 128, 
170, 199, 215, 255, 256, 366-7 
Nullity, 87, 215, 258 
Numinous, 87, 95, 97 

Obedience, 310, 312-3, 319, 405, 509, 

521 

Object, Objectification, 51-2, 91, 92, 
105, 106, 131, 185, 251, 288, 316-7, 
320, 479, 480 
Obligation, 520-1 

Old Testament, on creation, 194, 197, 
218, 220,228 
and eschatology, 351-2 
Holy Spirit in, 201, 329-30, 334 
on knowledge of God, 87 
law in, 508 

on name of God, 196-7 
prophecy in, 275, 279, 312 
on providence, 180, 241-2, 250-3 
on religion, 157, 376 
Omnipotence, 205-6, 256 
Omnipresence, 206 
Omniscience, 206 

“Once-for-all,” 313, 316, 325-6, 327 
Ontological proof, 15, 45, 47, 108 
Ontology, 23, 24, 107-15, 185-6, 196, 
463, 479 

Openness, 60, 95, 98, 114, 170-3, 221, 

2 30»334 

Optimism, 65, 243, 347 
Orders, Holy, see Ordination 
Ordination, 423-9, 434, 439 , 4 8 i- 2 
Origen, 218, 264, 308 
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